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South Asia, a term coined by the United States government in the 
post-cold-war era, was quickly adopted in academic circles. In 
1964, the Centre-of South Asian Studies opened in Cambridge 
University. Today, the terms ‘South Asia’ and ‘Indian 
subcontinent’ are used interchangeably with the emphasis, of 
course, on Indian Studies, which is the primary focus of most 
scholarly research and writing. In 1999, when I was appointed the 
first Assistant Professor of South Asian History at the University 
of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, no one asked me nor did I 
understand the implication of this newfound responsibility. [ had 
studied Indian history for several years in India and the United 
States. But South Asian History was more than this and it meant 
learning and studying this on my own in order to teach it to my 
students once I had some grasp of the region and its multilayered, 
multifaceted history. The best way to learn about the people and 
place was to travel and listen to people tell history through their 
experiences? 

As a person of Indian origin, travel to Pakistan was a little 
tricky and the outbreak of the Kargil war in 1999 made people- 
to-people interaction more complicated and difficult. Bangladesh, 
on the other hand, was a little less threatening. Being close to my 
home state of Assam I was somewhat familiar with the Bengali 
language and people with whom we share a love-hate relationship, 
but beyond this acquired politics of identity I had a personal 
connection as well. My father had studied at Dhaka University 
for several years and his memories transmitted to me made me 
curious to travel there. The relationship between India and 
Bangladesh being semi-friendly enabled me to obtain a visa and I 
visited Dhaka in summer 1999 before I started my teaching job. 

I decided my first visit would be to the Dhaka University in 
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memory of my father but instead I was taken to a ‘forbidden’ 
place called Camp Geneva where the ‘stateless’ Bihari community 
lives. The residents were very curious about me and some were 
even hostile. Once they heard me speak in Urdu (their mother- 
tongue), they recognised I was not a Bengali and many welcomed 
me to listen to their saga of misery after the war of 1971 and their 
present ‘status as people without identity. While I was speaking 
with two middle-aged women outside their shack, a young man, 
the son of one of the women, came up and said, ‘My parents will 
go to their graves without anyone knowing their story. Why must 
we suffer for the crimes of another generation?’ This question 
stunned me. 

Instantly, I realised that for a community living under the 
negative power of history’s politics it is not a subject of research 
and study, but a burdensome inheritance filled with hidden 
memories. This chance encounter motivated me to find and write 
a history of South Asia, not about its made-up glorious past and 
its rich legacy of semi-mythical heroes but by looking for heroes 
in people who experienced this history and can talk about it. Also, 
it became clear to me that 1971 is a very appropriate beginning 
for investigating such a history because it is a unique moment; 
this was the only instance after the end of British colonialism 
when the people and governments of the Indian subcontinent— 
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh encountered each other. The 
encounter was not friendly or nostalgic but designed and 
expressed in violence and terror. Since then the three nation-states 
of the subcontinent have never shared a common moment 
together. 

For several years, from 2001 onwards, I spent extended 
periods of time in Bangladesh, Pakistan and India meeting and 
talking, listening and sharing with people their stories of the war. 
It was a journey into deep pain and unforgettable memories of 
loss; but also of incredible resilience and heartening human 
compassion. Every time I despaired about the South Asian human 
community, I was immediately reminded of the inexhaustible 
source of human endurance and respect for fellow human beings, 
and I became intimately aware of the capacity of good and evil 
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within us. History was no longer someone else’s story or a project 
for teaching, research and getting tenure, it was a personal 
encounter to know and become implicated in the common story 
of the past and present and learn to share the space with one 
another. Refracting from the moment and memories of 1971 I 
have tried to convey the message of a common human narrative 
that survivors share with us. 

In the book, I focus on the story of gender violence in the 
1971 war of Bangladesh to probe the relationship between nation, 
history and women—one of the most vulnerable groups in 
postcolonial South Asia. Moving beyond the external story of the 
war as a clash of ideologies and struggle for power between rivals. 
India and Pakistan and East and West Pakistan, I tell the story of 
the war as a human event of individual losses and personal 
tragedies suffered by both women and men. Their individual 
stories articulate a collective loss of humanity (insdniyat) that 
transcends the politics of history and nation. Combining oral 
testimony with archival research in India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, I weave together the social, political and cultural 
history of the subcontinent after the partition of India and Pakistan 
in 1947 to show the gaps between people and their governments, 
memories and history. By privileging oral testimonies of 1971 
survivors, I seek to shine a spotlight on heroes we do not know of 
and on their suppressed and hidden memories for recovering a 
people’s history. It is important to study violence and know it 
ethically and personally to develop a human language for 
reconciliation between victims and perpetrators—women and 
men, as well as the countries of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. 

I have divided the book into three parts. Part I, ‘Introducing 
1971” consists of “The Told and Untold Stories of 1971’ and 
‘Creating the History of 1971’. In this, I engage the theoretical 
and methodological issues of writing about violence from a South 
Asian viewpoint and tell the story as people experienced it as a 
way of decolonising the narrative of postcolonial history and 
claim agency to enable ‘us’ to accept the good and bad within 
‘our’ history. In emphasising a cultural methodology to write the 
story of violence, I stress the forgotten pre-modern exchanges 
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and dialogues between the Sufi-Bhakti traditions that had 
generated a vocabulary of insdniyat and shared responsiveness 
for enabling humanisation that was undermined in the violence 
in 1971. 1] show how women invoke the capacity to remember and 
enable a new narrative highlighting women’s humanity despite 
the violence they suffered. 

From a theoretical standpoint, I privilege the investigation 
of the 1947 Partition and its representation by South Asian 
scholars and I weave my story of 1971 with theirs to continue the 
conversation how to write a history of violence in South Asia 
within its shared cultural and historical experiences. To show 
that the South Asian case is neither unique nor exclusive, I have 
drawn upon the literature on the Holocaust, Truth and 
Reconciliation in South Africa, and genocides in Rwanda and 
Darfur that make evident the widespread nature of violence and 
connect the multiple stories as experienced by people in many 
different parts of the 20th century world. In the concluding 
section, I draw on the concept of forgiveness by highlighting the 
Islamic concept of huqquq al-ibad (human rights) and individual 
responsibility to suggest closure of the traumatic violence of 1971. 

Part II—‘Survivors Speak’ includes three subsections: 
‘Victims’ Memories’, ‘Women’s Services’, and ‘Women’s War’. 
This is the heart of the book, the story of how women experienced 
the war. Their stories are rich and varied and they narrate their 
experiences in polyversal narratives that continuously make us 
aware of the attack on the feminine self that was under siege during 
the war but could not be destroyed. Besides the stories of victims, 
birangonas (a term coined in 1972 to recognise the rape survivors 
of the war), I also include the voices of women who worked in 
multiple capacities during the war as active participants giving 
care and support to victims and survivors, and, in addition, joined 
the war efforts as soldiers, The latter section of women as warriors 
is particularly useful because it shows them as aggressors capable 
of doing the same violent acts as men did in the war, with the 
exception of rape. 

The testimonies in the first section are produced verbatim 
with slight modifications, eliminating repetition and some 
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redundancies when necessary. The names of the women are 
pseudonyms unless someone explicitly requested using her real 
name. Even then, I have tried not to give details about the 
individual because of the sensitive nature of the testimonies that 
may lead to women’s further marginalisation for speaking out 
against the established official narrative and due to social and 
religious backlash in a conservative Muslim society such as 
Bangladesh. 

The five testimonies focus on rape and its impact, including 
one of a war baby who was born of the violence of rape—Beauty, 
the daughter of Nur Begum. Beauty is our most important 
interlocutor because it is her generation born out of the war that 
asks us to face the true consequences of suffering a violent history. 
Choosing these five narratives of rape from a vast collection of 
more than 50 that I recorded in Bangladesh was a difficult decision. 
These narratives are not unique or unusual compared to the others 
that are not recounted here. In fact, they are just like the others 
and it was their representational characteristics that helped me 
make the decision to use them in the book. They span the concerns 
of the individual alongside the collective and raise critical questions 
about witnessing. 

“Women’s Services’, the second section, includes three 
narratives of women who served in the war efforts as social workers 
and in the government abortion programme after liberation. The 
social workers and medical professionals in Bangladesh belonged 
to both the Hindu and Muslim Bengali communities. As such, 
their communal affinities restricted and confined their work to 
their own communities, thereby making the healing process after 
the war a limited Bengali experience. Nonetheless, their direct 
intervention in the post-war efforts enabled Bengali women to 
recreate and reconvene somewhat normalised lives. Women’s 
work as social healers and care-givers is crucial in understanding 
the post-war period and women’s role in enabling the new and 
independent nation of Bangladesh. 

The final section, ‘Women’s War’, constitutes the memories 
of women as soldiers. The two narratives here shift our focus from 
women as victims and healers to the more active role that they 
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played in the war as combatants, This is an important issue to 
consider when we revisit 1971 and the experiences’ of Bengali 
women who were both victims and agents of violence, acted on by 
others as well as acting on their own Volition to fight on behalf of 
the nation. In listening to their narratives, we are painfully 
reminded of two women’s passion and determination that 
motivated them to jump into the thick of battle and the subsequent 
discrimination that-they suffered because of their gender in the 
_male dominated turf war, so that neither of them has received 
. official recognition as mukti jouddhas (war heroes).! Their story 
is not uncommon; the vast majority of women who served in the 
freedom struggle of Bangladesh have been hustled away into 
silence and remain unrecognised. 

These narratives bring to light the experiences of violence 
that women suffered and their resilience that make it possible to 
write a new history of 1971 after the war. Women’s resilience and 
refusal to forget combine to serve the most useful function, to 
.make the illegible legible and generate a new register of memory 
that is able to address pain and show the possibility of hope for a 
new and different beginning after the violence and war. This in 
my estimation is women’s unique strength, and I highlight their 
ability to not become fixed in their ‘victim’ status but represent 
themselves as creative builders and architects of family, society 
and community. 

Since their questions are not limited to their condition in 
isolation, but make us aware of sexual violence as a crime 
. committed by men’s abuse of power, they enabled me to ‘see’ the 
horizon of the research. Rather than arriving at a conclusion the 
‘research expanded to include another new angle. The exploration 
of men’s memories became a new research project in consequence 
and I share this process with my readers. 

The initial entry and hiccups in undertaking research on 
perpetrators’ memories is introduced in Part III, ‘A New 
Beginning’. I contextualise men’s memories in brief excerpts to 
evaluate what happened to Pakistani soldiers, Bengali Mukti 
Bahini guerillas and ordinary militia men who learned crucial 
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lessons of their fragile human status in committing violence. By 
highlighting the stages of changes in men becoming perpetrators 
and turning the narrative back to their humanity, I do not seek to 
exonerate men for committing crime. I listened and present their 
stories to show how personal encounters with violence taught 
perpetrators lessons that made them reconsider the contingent 
nature of external identities informed by religion, nation, and 
ethnicity, and focus on the unmarked ground of humanity in the 
subcontinent. This momentary unmarking enables interrogation 
of structures like nation, state and national identity and creates a 
language of acknowledgement to reach closure of the event of 
violent history. The perpetrators’ ability to acknowledge the 
violence committed against another human being is the most 
powerful statement delivering justice to their victims that no court 
of law or state can do. This we need to listen to in order to move 
forward in the subcontinent and develop better understanding 
among the people for a just and better future in the region. 


Note 


1 Only two women thus far have been recognised as mukti jouddhas— 
Taramun Bibi and Dr Sitara Begum. The countless other women who 
fought, supported, and actively facilitated the war are unsung heroes whose 
silence and inability to claim their place in the annals of Bangladesh’s 
history is a telling reminder of the marginalisation of women during and 
after the liberation of Bangladesh. 


PART I; INTRODUCING 1971 


1. The Told and Untold Stories of 1971 


History and memory 


In 1971, multiple.wars broke out in East Pakistan (later known as 
Bangladesh). One was a civil war fought between East and West 
Pakistan; another was an international war fought between India 
and Pakistan; a third and violent war er engalis 
and Urdu- speaking groups, so-called Biharis;! and a rampant. 
gender war also broke out against vulnerable women within East 
Pakistan. Men representing the armies of Pakistan and India, as 
well as the Mukti Bahini (a Bengali militia created with Indian 
support), and pro-Pakistani Bengali and ‘Bihari’ civilians who 
volunteered in the auxiliary armed forces of Al-Badr and Al-Shams 
raped, looted, killed, and terrorised noncombatants in East 
Pakistan. At the end of the civil war the Pakistan government lost 
legitimacy in its eastern province; the international war resulted 
in the partitioning of Pakistan and creation of an independent 
nation-state of Bangladesh; the ethnic war transformed the 
‘Biharis’ from citizens into stateless refugees; and gender violence 
destroyed the very fabric of society creating multiple marginal 
communities of absent subjects in post-liberated Bangladesh. 


Today, the war of 1971 is remembered in various ways in 
history books in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan. In Bangladesh, 


it is celebrated as the War of Liberation from Pakistan and 
certainly it is the most important event. in its history. The war 
ended West Pakistan’s ‘colonialism’ in the East, and Bangladesh 
came into being.” In Indian history, 1971 is enshrined as ‘The 
Indo-Pak conflict’, and India’s triumphant success is viewed as a 
settling of scores for the partition of 1947 and the founding of 
Pakistan. On the other hand in Pakistan the event of 1971 has 
been pushed into a realm of forgetting, with the result that today 
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very few people remember that East Pakistan was once an integral 
part of united Pakistan. The war is generally viewed as an act of 
‘betrayal’ by the Bengalis.? The tendency of national histories in 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan is to partition t the memories Of 


1971, _ allowing for blame to be relegated to. the ‘other’; ; nearly 
four decades Jater the binary memories of * us’ as good versus the 


produced horrific outcomes in the war and the i impact of violence 
and terror on péople’s lives. 

The disproportionate allocation of resources in favour of 
West Pakistan; the political ambition of the West Pakistani elite; 
the rabid demands of political Islam in the public sphere 
accompanied by further marginalisation of minority 
communities, such as the Hindus in East Pakistan; the ethnic 
tensions between the Bengalis and the Punjabis; and the 
interference and support of India motivating the Bengalis to secede 
from n Pakistan are factors that lie at the heart of the clashes leading 
to the outbreak of wars. The violence, however, did not remain 
confined to clashes between armed groups of men, but harmed 
and déstroyed unarmed, unresisting civilians of all ages, 
particularly women, who had done no injury to their aggressors. 
Ultimately the war of 1971 was not simply a war that men fought, 
it was also a crime against vulnerable groups of the elderly, women 
and children. 

Using a ‘multi-sited’4 ethnographic research methodology 
combining oral history with archival, literary and visual materials, 
and keeping in mind that the diverse memories of 1971 produce 
‘polyversal’ narratives,” I | explore an inner r history of the war that 
The forgotten, hidden memories belong to women who were 
terrorised, brutally sexualised and marginalised in the war. Their 
stories give the history a human voice that illuminates the 
experiences of the majority who were not directly involved in the 
war, yet became the site on which violence and power were 
inscribed. The disengagement with women’s trauma in the existing 
official history creates a yawning gap that makes 1971 almost 
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impossible to understand because what is submerged is also 

forgotten in the public collective memory and the awareness of 

the violent past is lost. In turn, backed by official authority, a 

peculiarly skewed representation of the war as a nationalist life 

and death struggle (between the Bengalis and the Pakistanis) is 

produced both in the history and public accounts. This easy 

viewpoint enables the construction of an official narrative that 

focuses on the events and actions happening at an external level 

and the combat operations, tactics, strategies, leaders and 
campaigns become the stuff of memory and history (for example, — 
Mascarenhas 1971; Siddiq 1977; Choudhury 1975; Cohen 1984; 

Sisson and Rose 1990). 

As a South Asian I understand the conflicting passions in 
the subcontinent regarding gendered memory and the public 
uneasiness with such a project as this one. The situation is 
embedded in complexities that are moral, political, social, 
religious and psychological. On the one hand there is a need to 
remember, and, on the other, the desire to forget the episodes of 
violence in the war. The exploration promises an exciting 
possibility to access history and the actors who made it. 
Simultaneously, it frightens us because the investigation will reveal 
the story of our times and that of our parents. We do not want to 
ask an entire generation to bear witness to the activities and crimes 
of a ‘minority’ (Arendt 1945). Moreover, we are afraid we may 
find ourselves as both victim and perpetrator. Hence, we push 
violence away ‘like someone else’s history—or even, not history 
at all’ (Pandey 2001: 6). Can we continue to live in this state of 
denial and exclusion? 

My aim is not to arrive at a transcendental truth and create 
a knowable, documented, archived ‘history’ that would stand in 
as testimony for what happened in 1971. Instead, I offer.a narrative 
of the hidden memories to make sense of gendered violence in the 
war to understand the human cost and move beyond it to explore 
how pe w people process \ violence and the lessons they learn from it. In 
particular I pay attention to the human voice of f women and men, 
survivors of 1971, emerging from the abyss s of violence and 
teaching us new lessons of humanity that are not in conflict but 
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resonate with common themes. With the shift in focus from the 
external story of the war to the internal dimensions of people’s 
memories | highlight the internal capacity for developing an ethical 
memory that I hope will initiate multiple tellings of 1971 and 
through repetition and new probing enable us to grasp and 
understand the forgotten, as well as cultivate a site for the divided 
people of South Asia, in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, to 
contemplate a different self-other relationship. 

Coming to terms with the past and voicing the memories of 
ordinary people, particularly noncombatants who experienced 
extraordinary violence from combatants during wars and 
conflicts, have become the most important concerns of memory- 
projects in the 20th and early 21st centuries. It has been suggested 
that telling the past will enable survivors to recognise what they 
had experienced and create public awareness that will allow them 
to move beyond the legacy of trauma. Individuals and nations’ 
are seeking survivors’ memories to develop a collective spirit of 
bonding in the public sphere and build community and identity 
through belonging. A well-known example is the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in South Africa that was 
instituted from 1996 to 1998 to examine in the public space the 
gross human rights abuses committed against individual victims 
during the period of the apartheid regime in order to come to 
terms with the past and move on. In other words, the pursuit of 
truth and reconciliation was a search for justice to find a common 
ground between victims and perpetrators to redeem the past and 
create a new beginning in South Africa. 

The re-visiting of violence in public accounts of victims’ 
sufferings and perpetrators’ violence was meant to create a record 
to enable a final closure of a traumatic period. Individual ‘victims’ 
were encouraged to narrate their experiences under the glare of 
the public media to seek restorative justice and reparation for the 
violence they suffered, and ‘perpetrators’ were promised amnesty 
for ‘truth telling’. The TRC’s privileging of individual stories 
deemed the location and site of traumatic history for ‘imagining’ 
a ‘new rainbow nation’ based on reconciliation did not do enough 
to account for the institutional context of apartheid that organised 
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power and enabled structural violence, which the critiques of TRC 
point out was its most glaring shortcoming (Bundy 2000; 
Mamdani 2002; Wilson 2001). The memory project for seeking 
justice that was initiated by the TRC was limited to a narrow 
purpose of admitting the horrific crimes committed by individuals, 
which may have served as a cathartic process, but the emphasis — 
on remembering and revealing personal experiences was not 
enough to answer the larger questions of how a state could resort 
to making up laws to violate people’s rights? There was no forum 
to speak about the general nature of violence of living in an 
apartheid regime. 

Particularly, the TRC failed to address the location of conflict 
that was everywhere and the fact that it was not individuals but 
entire communities, marked on the grounds of race and ethnicity, 
who were subjected to routine violence. Even more significant, 
the relative absence of women’s voices throughout the ‘truth 
collection’ process led to serious gaps in the collective memory ' 
and dislocated women’s experiences from the historical context 
that produced everyday gendered.violence. The hierarchy of men’s 
truth and women’s silence persisted. The pursuit of healing 
through forgiveness based on the public exposure of certain kinds 
of ‘truth’ within the national context, which was a ‘political 
compromise’, (Mamdani 2002: 33) obscured the multiple ways 
vulnerable constituencies of people, especially women who were 
not state agents or political or national actors, experienced 
regular violations in the apartheid state. 

When public narration of traumatic memories becomes a 
challenge for victims due to their intense suffering of violence, 
and social, cultural and political structures discourage the voices 
of victims even before a murmur develops, then a project like the 
TRC is not enough. Devalued survivors excluded from the moral 
universe of the new regime of truth and justice cannot find voice 
to reconcile and heal. The juridical notion of truth is not a 
substitute for what happened and cannot reconcile victims and 
perpetrators based on a selective representation of suffering. The 
truth that people know cannot be imposed:or extracted by 
coercion or persuasion, and the promise of reconciliation 
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engineered by institutional engagements is not the way out of a 
turbulent past. 

At a certain point it becomes clear that the ‘new politics of 
truth’ (Foucault 1979) has an essential lacuna; instituted truth 
obscures the history that produces conditions for making victims 
and perpetrators and cannot explain how victims experience the 


violence and deal with | their _memories. The engineered history 
thus can_ can bear witness only to a narrow definition of the ‘truth’ 
that; i in turn, defines the boundaries of what is permitted to be 
spoken and consumed by an audience that is coached to forget 
the rest. The troublesome memories that produce unease and 
even a sense of guilt do not become part of the ‘truth collection’. 
Also, at times the sheer power of violence is such that it can 
devastate survivors’ ability to speak, according to Holocaust 
scholars (Felman 1995; Agamben 1991, 1999). What kind of 
memory inhabits the site of pain that has never been resolved or 
visited? How does forgetting and remembering enable the 
semblance of continuity for victims who experience gendered 
violence that is carried out with the aim of destroying their 
humanity? How to integrate the voices of women who are suffering 
violence? These are questions that have received amazingly little 
attention in memory projects, such as the TRC. 

This book brings the memories of survivors of 1971 to centre- 
stage not to debunk the existing histories or annul national 
identities that are important to the citizens of the respective 
countries, but to confront the project of history that has forgotten 
and deleted what the anonymous survivors, particularly the 
women of Bangladesh—Bengali and Bihari, Muslim, Hindu, 
Christian, Buddhist and others—suffered and endured. These 
survivors’ memories offer another way of engaging with the 
violence of 1971 and question the dominant constructions of 
official national histories to create a new narrative ‘humanising’ 
victims and perpetrators, the people of South Asia, and reclaim 
the capacity to write a people’s history. This, I suggest is a way of 
developing shared responsiveness for allowing transformation 
within the self while simultaneously acknowledging the 
interconnectedness with others. 
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Retrieving survivors’ memories, of course, is not an easy, 
straightforward process. Their memories of violence are inchoate 
and have left them unsure how to relate their experiences, which 
are at the heart of the book. Their forgotten, suppressed memories 
are also hard to grasp and fashion into a narrative because the 
variety of ‘survivors’ are often not aware of their shared 
experiences of loss and they continue to fragment their memories 
based on gender, class, religious, ethnic and national divides and 
to think of their experiences as unique and exceptional. Lacking a 
narrative structure that is archived as the people’s history of 1971, 
we have to make sense of survivors’ memories, both women’s and 
men’s, and make it our common goal as a deliberate effort to 
understand the trauma of violence and dehumanisation within a 
single frame of reference. Interrogating the restricted site of history 
made in the halls of power is the first step to clear a vacant place 
for the forgotten memories of survivors and examine the 
limitations of the national history and official memory project. 

By history I do not mean the past or our narration of events 
about ourselves in the light of the present. By history I mean the 
system of construction for the development of a corpus of 
knowledge produced | in the sites sites of power that is revised_and 
deliberately woven into a . murky_mess_ to generate a confused 
collective memory about the past. History in this sense is-an- 
institutional tool and must be engaged with as a character in the 

“The writing of history as official knowledge to give and create 
identity in South Asia developed with the entry of the British 
colonials into the subcontinent and was inaugurated by Warren 
Hastings in the late 18th century. He was determined to find the 
ancient past of the ‘Hindus’ as separate from the Muslims, 
Through active circulation and repetition of the divided history— 
‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’—some early British administrator- 
historians such as James Mill, Mountstuart Elphinstone and 
Vincent Smith, to name a few, created believability about the 
Indian past they produced, while other forms of remembering 

and knowing were undermined in the official story.® To assert its 
power official history in South Asia since the colonial times and 
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even now depends on people forgetting much of the lived past. 
We cannot afford this kind of history any longer. The different, 
possible narratives preserved in people’s memories must be 
explored and acknowledged if we in South Asia have to confront 
what de-colonisation really means. 

We have to recognise ‘the perpetrator is history’ (Mamdani 
2002: 56) that polarised individuals and groups.and made them 
enemies of each other. In East and West Pakistan, the two groups 
fought with each other to correct the history they inherited from 
the British and sought to create an identity for ensuring the future 
and, in consequence, transformed themselves into victims and 
perpetrators. No one was more human than the other during the 
violence and war.’ This complex reality is not acknowledged by 
official history, although it passes sentence on the 1971 past. The 
collective memory that transcends the limited official history must 
be more than a site of remembrance for creating identity in the 
present; it must have what James Booth calls an ‘ethical dimension’ 
(Booth 2006) and dare to remember the lofty successes as well as 
the sordid misdeeds of a community. The absence of the ethical in 
South Asian history has become an urgent concern for many 
scholars, including Ashis Nandy, Martha Nussbaum, Veena Das, 
and Gyanendra Pandey among others.. 

The. connection between_ethics and history in the 
subcontinent, however, is not new. In the confluence of pre- 
modern historical encounters between Sufi Islam, which was the 
main channel through which Islam spread in the region,® and 
Hindu-Bhakti mysticism the discourses of ‘humanisation’ 
(Dallmayr 2002) and its importance took root and became 
part of everyday language combining culture with historical 
processes. The Sufi-Bhakti encounters created new humanistic 
vocabularies and vernacular concepts such as insdniyat (in Urdu/ 
Hindustani), and manushyata (in Bengali), facilitating linkages 
between multiple religious communities.? The effort was to 
make connections and develop a web of relationships and 
interdependence between the populace. The process was not 
authored or directed by state efforts, but facilitated by the diversity 
of neighbours who learned and enabled each other to live side by 
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side without ignoring or trying to eliminate differences. The 
memory of a shared sense of humanity in the subcontinent offers 
a space for dialogue even among those separated by hate and 
national politics in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh today to 
continue the search for finding a common base within them. 
People’s memories generating their own narrative can work as 
resistance against the limitations of official history and present 
different ways of knowing the past. 

To overcome the amnesia of official history, I turn to the 
silent testimonies of the women of Bangladesh to provide an 
engagement with the debates about what 1971 means to people in 
the subcontinent and how memory can serve a more useful and 
important function to generate a better future in the region. 
Women’s (unspoken) testimonies make us aware of the lacuna in 


telling the missing part in Linbry women qemind us in their 
voice that they are agents and can create a new beginning. 
This human act is the first step toward developing a people’s history 
of 1971. Women’s creativity is set in sharp contrast to their 
dehumanisation through violence when they were deemed as 
objects to be destroyed. Women’s memories are situated in this 
paradox; to claim their humanity and become agents of change 
they have to tell about their dehumanisation, and form a bridge 
between the internal and personal and the external and public 
spheres of the war. In so doing they enable our understanding of 
the experiences of the collective and show the scars that individual 
women endure. More importantly, women’s memories make us 
deeply aware of their resilience to come to terms with the past to 
move forward and engender a new future. Women’s truth telling 
questions our own culpability in enforcing a dehumanising silence 
upon them. We need to know their stories in order to know 
ourselves in postcolonial South Asia, especially if we hope to 
change any part of the region. 

The current history of 1971 that leaves out women’s 
experiences should not mislead us into believing that traumatic 
memories of the collective have been overcome or erased. 
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Forgetting is imposed as a strategy to hide the haunting memories 
that cannot be revealed without destroying our romance with 
nationalism. The trauma of gendered violence lurks in the 
background in women’s private lives. In other words, forgetting 
the traumatic memories of the war requires a deliberate effort by 
survivors to try and not .remember that which is unforgettable 
and is inscribed in memory. The memories of gendered violence 
haven’t died; they occasionally surface in speech and sudden 
silence at the threshold of the inner and outer experiences of the 
war. For the victim and survivor the account is not a content- 
based narrative for contextualising the received history, but a 
story of an event with multilayered moments overlapping one 
another. In Bangladesh women’s personal experiences of horrific 
violence simultaneously constituted a public act of nationalism 
for men, as well as ‘shame’ for the nation and is hidden. In retelling 
this multilayered moment as women understand it, the victim 
and survivor draws her listeners into her world of memories, 
creating trust by revealing the ruin she experienced and the 
subsequent vacant place within society that is now hers. The 
delicate balance of women’s testimony rests on a complex duality 
of the potentiality to tell the ‘unthinkable’ (Bourdieu 1980) 
through an impossibility of telling it in a coherent narrative. This 
makes their stories incredibly important and reveals the human 
condition in violence. Women’s memories cannot be subsumed 
within categories and reduced to analytical frames, but we have 
to learn to engage them as voices for excavating an embedded 
story of the past. 

In the testimonies shared in this book women express their 
trust:and recount the moments of violence, but the details that 
marked:and made them victims are not the emphasis; rather what 
is remembered are situations that ruptured the known and made 
it unknown, unfamiliar and frightful, for which there is no speech. 
The trust that was undone and destroyed is of greater concern to 
them. Women speak about the loss of established relationships 
with neighbours and friends who became the enemy during the 
war. In their testimonies they remind us that they do not feel 
ideologically driven to adopt the male self-image of the fighter, 
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the mukti jouddha (war hero) even when they performed heroic 
acts. For women the war was a period of brutality and loss of 
honour of family and community. The sexual violence that 
destroyed them is unspeakable in the public sphere dominated by 
a male patriarchy; they resort to silence to indicate this betrayal 
of trust. 

Women’s recognition of loss during the war is 
simultaneously voiced. with a tentative understanding that they 
have survived the destructive violence. They are also proud that 
the war freed their country and they cherish it despite their 
personal losses.'° They speak of the ways they forged new 
relationships in the thick of battle and cut through the grid of 
divisions—national, ethnic, and religious—to offer a more elastic 
understanding of the events and actors for telling a story without 
trying to locate it within a pre-existing map provided by polarised 
history. Their narratives of survival make us appreciate the meagre 
resources they drew upon to press ahead to the site of hope. This 
is a heartening message that women convey. Their incredible 
resilience reveals a self that lies buried under the debris of 
destruction, no longer whole, but a human self, nonetheless, that 
shines through in its refusal to forget. 

Women’s memories thus urge us to probe the fundamental 
question of what was lost and regained in the war. Through their 
halting speech women reveal the most important-lesson learned 
from violence—of the loss of humanity when they.were reduced 
into objects by powerful men. Violence, women tell us, destroyed 
everyone, particularly the men who in trying to exert manly power 
destroyed themselves and their humanity in their heinous acts 
against the vulnerable. They remind us in their penetrating speech 
that the problem must be evaluated using a larger conceptual 
framework of the loss of humanity (Urdu speakers often referred 
to it as insdniyat) due to men’s inability to accept and tolerate 
difference, which allowed institutions to reduce people into 
categories and labels to be attacked and destroyed. The cost of 
violence had to be borne by the people whose lives were 
dramatically changed thereafter. In women’s speech the first 
philosophy of any society must be the capacity to accept difference 
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and not reduce the ‘other’ to fit the classifications created from 
the location of self. The basis of this ethical humanism that 
survivors of 1971.teach us is a transformative space where we can 
begin a new narrative in the subcontinent to empower ourselves 
with a regained sense of our humanity after violence. 

Our relation to the ‘other’ is the foundation of our 
developing subjectivity. Emmanuel Levinas asserts that human 
responsibility toward others has to develop prior to any 
knowledge or emotional connection and this capacity belongs in 
us, as thinking and feeling human beings, and not in institutions.!! 
Every person carries the potential to achieve this ideal status of 
humanness that is discerned in relation to others. Levinas’s 
injunction of the ideal human stands in sharp contrast to the 
empirical human that we are or have become and is represented 
in the activities of the states we have created. Reaching out beyond 
the masculine nationalism that relegates empathy and emotional 
identification to devalued females, Levinas’s philosophy seeks a 
source of ethical life in the voice, the face, the very presence of the 
‘other’. It is this injunction to live with ethics for the ‘other’-—the 
stranger, the vulnerable, and the unknown—and refuse to take 
sides in the drama which we have not authored that comes through 
as a demand in Bangladeshi women’s testimonies. We were not 
there in East Pakistan in 1971, why should we assume to know 
what happened and take sides? Accepting survivors’ silence as 
testimony of a shared condition and refusing to play our assigned 
role in the theatre of violence i is an ethical obligation. The unknown 
survivors rs humanise us because in their survival we survive as 
humans without the flag of of nationalism as our crutch. This guides 
my ‘witnessing of 1971... 

Here a slight caveat is necessary to briefly address the 
popular local expression of insdniyat that survivors of 1971, men 
and women, use and that we will hear throughout the text. 
Although Bangla speakers did not use the term insdniyat or its 
equivalent manushyata in general conversation, almost all 
survivors, particularly women, expressed deep anxiety that 
violence undermined people’s humanity and must be avoided to 
make a humane society. Insdniyat is not a learned concept in 
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schools in South Asia, yet it has great cultural currency to establish 
the responsibility entailed in being human. The moral source of 
insdniyat is in lived experiences that teach us the ethical obligations 
we owe to another. Being human in this sense is a contingent and 
fluctuating condition and its expression is evident in the choices 
one makes, choosing to do good rather than evil acts. It is the 
capacity of choice, as Muhammad Iqbal, the poet-laureate of 
Pakistan, asserts that makes people human. Iqbal invokes this 
concept from the Quran that distinguishes between the state of 
bashar (primitive man) and insdn (the evolved person who 
exercises choice).!? The journey toward one’s humanity: becoming 
insan and gaining a repository of ins@niyat are concomitant and 
evolving processes. Insén understandably in this conceptual form 
has a deep etymology. Men choosing to commit violence, women 
remind us, led to the loss of insaniyat. 

How can a subject give an account of its ruin? The telling of 
violence beyond the experiences of the survivors rests on the 
listeners. The inseparable intimacy between women’s silence and 
speech and the listener’s engagement with an internal and gendered 
story of violence brings into being a testimony that remains outside 
written histories (Agamben 1999; Behar 1993; Ofer and Weitzman 
1998). Listening transforms the empty subject position of survivors 
and fills it with the potential of “bearing witness’ to shape an 
ethical memory.'? Bangladeshi survivors’ (incomplete) speech 
place their listeners in a unique position to ‘see’ how, in the name 
of war and nation-making, power was exercised, human values 
were undermined and overlooked, and why the powerful attacked 
the powerless with the intention of destroying them. The act of 
listening to the unspeakable memories of 1971 gives access to 
women’s subjectification .as victims and their desubjectification 
as human beings. Thus the listeners and survivors are joined in a 
common project of producing testimony of the unarchived 
interiority that escapes both memory and the forgetting of history. 
The transformed listeners become living reminders of the violence 
and carry with them the knowledge of survivors’ experiences and 
can share them with others. 

Listening is a responsible as well as a political act (Enloe 
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1990). We are obliged to tell the unspeakable and invite the 
community of listeners to grasp the intimate and gendered human 
interiority for scrutinising the events and making connections 
between the individuals and the collective, the personal and the 
political, and the sacred and the profane ideals that fuelled violence 
in the war and have since silenced their exposure. I engage women’s 
speech on 1971 both conceptually and methodologically to 
highlight that ‘the humanist is a speaker’ (Davies 2008), grounding 
their understanding of humanity not in the language of 
theoreticians, but in the-utterances of the lived experiences of 
violence.'* I contend that listening exorcises these memories 
making them meaningful for both the teller and listener. It 
educates beyond the moment to confront what was done, that is 
now forgotten. Listening to stories of 1971 as told by women makes 
it possible to focus on the human issues and explore a larger 
story—of war, the struggle for freedom, nationalism, and nation- 
building, which are vexed and passionate concerns for people in 
the subcontinent. Thus, we enter into a pact for understanding 
and developing tools to represent the traumatic experiences for 
purposes of accountability. Transformed as a result of listening 
to the speaker and teacher and then endowed with memories of 
the event we can speak the words of the humanist teacher for a 
new narrative to emerge.!° This humanist approach is at the 
centre of survivors’ speech that I highlight in this book. 

The glimpses into the violence in 1971 lead us into looking 
at other wars, and the concept and process of war itself in terms of 
its total cost. Bangladeshi women’s memories, no doubt, plunge 
us into an abyss of darkness, but from within rises a human voice 
enlightening the contours of lived reality for assessing a historical 
moment. Rather than generating a politics of hate, women’s silence 
and (disjointed) narratives bear witness and fully verify the missing 
testimony in history. It completes the project of knowing what 
otherwise would not be known and marks the threshold for the 
destroyed to claim human dignity, once again. It makes clear that 
violence destroys but it cannot obliterate, humans are resilient 
and can have the last word. cs 


“This book is about women’s memories as told by women. 


The Told and Untold Stories of 1971 17 


Feminist scholars like Ruth Behar (1993), and Lila Abu-Lughod 
(1993), and holocaust studies scholars like Dalia Ofer and Lenore 
Weitzman (1998), Carol Rittner and John Roth (1993), as well as 
Partition studies scholars like Urvashi Butalia (1998), and Ritu 
Menon and Kamla Bhasin (1998) maintain that the study of 
women’s experiences is not only valid but necessary to redress the 
absence of women’s lives in social documentation and for 
preserving the memory of their experiences during violent events. 
Women’s memories deserve our undivided attention as they 
constitute a new text of historical memory on 1971. Taken as a 
whole the book engages and addresses three main themes that 
weave into and interact with one another: women’s voices, not 
restricted to birangonas (victims), but also their resilient assertion 
of their role in contributing to the liberation and. making of 
Bangladesh; the power of oral narratives of the silenced to 
generate a new story located in people’s experiences of their 
humanisation in violence; and the revelation of the gaps in official 
history. It offers in its stead a richer and more nuanced text of 
people’s memories spanning the divided nations of India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh to tell a connected story of the region and people. 


Locating the scholarship 


The use of personal narrative and memory for speaking about 
trauma is not new or peculiar to the subcontinent or the study of 
1971.'6 In South Asian history specifically, there has been 
substantial discussion on issues of oral history and fieldwork 
(Amin 1996, 2005; Singer 1997; Butalia 1998); the limitations of 
national history (Chakravarty 1992a; Kumar 2001; Mayaram 
2003; Saikia 2004); of violence, pain, and endurance (Pandey 1992, 
2001; Mookerjee 2006); and of the variety of ways to organise the 
past using myths, memory, and forgetting (Nandy 1995; Skaria 
1999; Chatterjee 2002). 

Methodologically, however, the effort and outcome of oral 
history are unique in that they allow for asking questions that 
were, perhaps, ignored or not imagined in the past, and evoke 
recollections and undérstandings that were previously silenced 
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or overlooked (Thomson 1998; Perks and Thomson 1998; 
Mamdani 2001; Herzfeld 2005). The process of oral history creates 
conditions for face-to-face encounters with the agents of history 
and challenges us to move beyond the limited world of 
conventional history and to engage in human interaction (Sereny 
1983; Butalia 1998; Menon and Bhasin 1998; Redlich 2002). These 
interactions seep into and penetrate the research project requiring 
oral historians to account for human relationships generated in 
the field, to contextualise the research method and narrative to 
answer larger questions about overcoming stigmatised history, 
and to create a more sensitive interaction with the silenced subjects 
for democratising history and memory.!” 

The connection between violence and narrative has attracted 
much attention contributing to multiple oral history projects 
bringing together different disciplines. Silence is the language of 
trauma that history cannot recall without undermining its own 
project of power, Trouillot contends in his reading of the Haitian 
Revolution (1995). The gap between traumatic experience and 
speech has been explored in some detail providing coverage to 
the experiences of the Holocaust (Langer 1991; Felman 1995; 
LaCapra 1994; Santner 1995; Caruth 1996); the Vietnam War 
(Lifton 1979; Tal 1996); and feminist readings on pain (Scarry 
1985; Taylor 1997; Yaeger 1997; Brison 2002). The Holocaust 
literature, in particular, has brought sharp focus to the ‘crisis of 
witnessing’ (Felman 1995). Giorgio Agamben, Theodor Adarno, 
and Ellie Weisel maintain that the enormity of the events precludes 
describing and language fails in representing the Holocaust. The 
ones who survived the ‘atrocity’ cannot tell the pain of the ones 
who truly suffered, ‘the ones who touched the bottom’, the 
Mussalman who perished in the violence (Agamben 1999: 34). In 
the absence of the ‘true witnesses’, Primo Levi writes, ‘survivors 
speak in their stead’ (1986: 83). The testimonial struggle to tell 
what cannot be told or comprehended, Maurice Blanchot 
paradoxically describes as ‘the wish of all, in the camps, the last 
wish: know what has happened, and do not forget, and at the 
same time never will you know.’ (1986). ‘The witness who returns 
speechless is a recurrent theme in the Holocaust literature. 


The Told and Untold Stories of 1971 19 


Curiously, even while one speaks of the Holocaust as 
‘proofless’, it is amply ‘witnessed’ more than six decades after the 
event. In fact, it is the most well-documented event in historical 
memory (Horowitz 1992). We have to accept that ‘those who 
were there can tell, at least most of it, if not all’ (Berenbaum 1995: 
91). This is evidently clear in Lawrence Langer’s Holocaust 
Testimonies (1991) where he peels layer after layer of memory to 
face the core experience. It brings us close to understanding what 
it was like there. The re-enactment of memory, endlessly repeated 
in the 1400 testimonies collected by Langer, does not result in 
healing. ‘The injury cannot be healed, it extends through time 
.... (Levi 1986: 24). How to respond to this ‘witness-less’ but 
unending suffering? To become a producer of ‘history’ or ‘art’, 
Horowitz argues, is no longer witnessing. The work cannot be 
done from the ‘outside’ but from the ‘inside’ and by sharing the 
contagion (1992: 62). Giving up the ‘outsideness’, Levinas posits, 
is an ethical response in which good surpasses ‘objective 
experience’ and history, ‘calling of consciousness into question’ 
(1972, 1981). 

While. the Holocaust literature offers a rich language and 
scholarship to engage the issues of violence, trauma and silence, 
its location and context is within a western world that has a specific 
idiom of cultural, political and social power. Nonetheless, the 
Holocaust was not a unique event that defies our understanding 
(Browning 1992; Clandinnen 1999); it continues to serve as a 
very important learning site to know the inhumanity of our times. 
For people in South Asia it is not the Holocaust, but events and 
violence that happened within their own midst that have the power 
to shock. 

The Partition of 1947 that created the nation-states of India 
and Pakistan is at the centre of contemporary scholarship on 
violence and trauma in the subcontinent. It is deemed the moment 
of rupture that scarred the region forever disabling a continuous 
telling of the past. Driven by the anxiety of Partition and not 
certain who to blame, for more than 40 years after the event the. 
story of Partition remained a silent episode unremembered and 
unrecalled in the public historical space. But recent events of 
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violence in India, particularly the Delhi riots of 1984 in which 
nearly 3000 Sikhs were killed by Hindu mobs (Das 1995); the 
1992 destruction of the Babri Masjid and the attack on the 
minority Muslim population of India by the supporters of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) (Gopal 1993; Nandy 1995); and the 
Bombay riots of January 1993 against the Muslims (Hansen 1999, 
2001; Appadurai 1993, 1995) created an urgent need to revisit the 
deep divisions between the religious communities of Hindus and 
Muslims and probe the inter-community violence during and 
after Partition. 

Since the 1990s, in various sites of discourses and 
representations including academic history, literature, media and 
films, and memoirs and biographies, the traumatic events and 
silences of the Partition experiences have been scrutinised and 
interrogated to create a provisional story of the moment so that 
people can begin to understand what happened at the juncture of 
a massive political change.!® A market is emerging that is 
packaging and delivering the trauma of Partition to the respective 
national communities in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. These 
histories provide limited and partial accounts because the past 
(before 1947) can no longer be told as a story that was once shared 
between the divided nations of the present. The national histories 
produced in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh today are testimonies 
of the loss of collective memory and, despite the explosion of 
interest to document Partition, an authentic story is nearly 
impossible.!? All history after the event, one. can contend, is 
spurious, 

With Partition being deemed the definitive catastrophic 
moment, history in the subcontinent is divided into two time 
frames: before and after the event.”° Before 1947, we have a long 
history of a semi-mythical ‘united India’ that is divided into 
classical, medieval, and modern periods, a formula developed by 
the colonial British historian-administrators. After 1947, the 
unity of British India being undone in partition, divided and 
separate histories of post-colonial and post-independent India, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh emerged. But is this neat demarcation 
and division really the history of the people living in the 
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subcontinent? Vazira Zamindar argues, that Partition is not a 
moment, it is a process that was ongoing for several years after 
the haphazard demarcation of territory into India and Pakistan; 
people continued to negotiate the place they would call ‘home’ 
through protracted arrangements and careful planning (2007). 
Connecting the various moments in this long history of partition 
and maintaining a constant awareness of the dramatic changes 
that occurred during the division of India and Pakistan that 
ruptured the collective memory of the region is important to get 
a better sense of how history then-and now is affected and 
manifested in national institutions, as well as in the lives of 
ordinary people living across the divide. Overcoming Partition 
by silencing the memory of the past is not the way out of the mess 
of history. Instead, a return to the repressed, unspoken, incoherent 
pain of those who suffered the division and working with them 
from the ‘inside’ is what is needed. The Partition of 1947 is not 
over and done with, but in the abyss of contemporary national 
history created by the complex entanglements of personal 
memories, political manipulations, collective amnesia, and 
national lies, the traumatic moment of Partition and the shared 
past are dispersed and become evident in different sites triggering 
violence over and over again (Tambiah 1990; Tarlo 2003; Pandey 
2006). The vexed relationship between the Partition of 1947 and 
the contemporary violence that re-enacts the traumatic memories 
of the past is an obvious concern to many scholars; my focus is on 
the 1971 war, one of its devastating manifestatioris.”! 

The shocking violence of 1947, I contend, was not total and 
final. In fact the haphazard division of territory creating India 
and Pakistan and forcing people to choose one or the other 
country based on their religion did not solve the problems on the 
ground. It incubated the seed for further fragmentation that 
became evident when language and ethnicity and not religion 
became the site for violence between the Muslim Bengalis and the 
Muslim Punjabis and Urdu-speaking groups. The ferocity of the 
violence in 1971 leads us not only to question the 1947 Partition 
and history writing in South Asia but also the fiction of our human 
identity. Revisiting the capacity or incapacity of our human 
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actions and developing an awareness of the ‘other’ is not an 
annulling of our national identities. 

Faiz Ahmed Faiz, the famed dissident poet of Pakistan, 
succinctly describes this in a poem in ‘Dhaka se waapsi par (On 
Returning from Dhaka, 1974) written as a tribute in memory of 
the place and relationship that was lost in the violence of the war. 
Here I quote a small section that sums up the anguish and emotions 
of loss but also speaks of hope for a better future for the people of 
the subcontinent. 


ham ke thehre ajnabi itni madaaraaton ke baad 

phir banein ge aashna kitni mulaqaaton ke baad 

kab nazar mein aaye gi be daagh sabze ki bahaar 

khoon k ke 2 dhabe dhulein ge kitni barsaaton ke baad 

[We have become strangers after so much expression of affection 
How many meetings will it take before we become friends again 


When shall we be able to see the beauty of unblemished green 
How many monsoons will it take to wash away its patches of blood] 


Like Faiz and many others, I am calling into question what we can 
make of ourselves as human beings, who live side-by-side in South 
Asia in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. With this shift in focus 
the emphasis is centred elsewhere from the national to the human 
which must be an ongoing practice to enable us to contemplate a 
different self-other relationship than what we have at present, as 
divided citizens.2* Moving away from nation to the human is a 
goal to work toward, but this path is not etched in official historical 
scholarship. It is in the space of a socio-cultural vocabulary of 
Indo-Islamic Sufism and Hindu-Bhakti tradition that the 
ethical concerns for the human are evident and can be explored. 
This is a rich cultural source for exploring and writing a people’s 
history. - 

The Sufi-Bhakti literature in South Asia is immense and 
inspiring. Conventionally, the history of Sufism in the 
subcontinent began in the early 11th century as individual Sufi 
masters settled in the region. The most well known of the early 
settlers is Abul Hassan Ali Hajwiri or Data Sahib, the patron 
saint of Lahore, and Khwaja Muinuddin Chisti of Ajmer Sharif in 
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India who started the famed line of the Chistiyas. Likewise, a variety 
of Bhakti saints are revered throughout the subcontinent—Kabir, 
Ramdas, Mirabai and Guru Nanak, who founded a separate 
religion called Sikhism. Poetry and music accompanied by the 
establishment of new and inclusive community centres called 
kangahs and ashrams, where local men and women congregated 
and learned religious precepts and moral values alongside new 
and improved methods of agriculture, animal husbandry, and 
livelihood skills like weaving and carpentry, were the main tools 
for disseminating the Sufi-Bhakti message in pre-modern South 
Asia.” In this environment a new ethos of self-other interaction, 
a process of humanisation, developed and took shape and 
survived. At the time of the partition of India and Pakistan curious 
dilemmas and obstacles emerged when people had to leave the 
shrines of their Sufi and Bhakti masters for the new national spaces 
of Pakistan and India that suppressed the ongoing dialogues 
between multiple religious groups.”4 

To me the Sufi-Bhakti message that shuns the fiction of 
enclosed and fixed identities and emphasises dialogue for linking 
humans and enabling their humanisation through human 
interactions and shared responsiveness, is most eloquently 
explained by Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi, a 13th-century poet- 
scholar of Islam (who lived and wrote in the Seljuk kingdom of 
Konya, Turkey) and Lalon Fakir, a 19th-century mystic of rural 
East Bengal (East Pakistan after 1947 and then Bangladesh after 
1971). The human journey for realising man’s humane attributes 
is not limited to the mundane settings of human societies but it is 
ultimately transgressive and self-transcending to reach the Divine, 
in Rumi’s message. 

Departing from the traditional mould of a teacher delivering 
a scripted message, Rumi’s discourses and poems were impromptu 
and from the heart. Instead of adhering to a rational framework 
of ontology, he talked about opening up to the possibility of 
intrusion from outside, a stranger, the Unknown, which 
interrupts the project of ego and creates a new possibility for a 
different kind of knowing. Rumi begins his famous book of poems, 
The Mathnawi, by reminding listeners that in telling stories: of 
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others, we begin to understand our secrets.”> Without denying 
the varieties of identities that we adopt—ethnic, religious, 
linguistic, economic, social and cultural—Rumi urges his listeners 
not to confine themselves to these markers but continue the search 
for something within them that can be shared by others and find 
the common base that makes one a human being like another. In 
this message, Rumi delivers a powerful concept of humanity that 
overcomes the distinction between self and other, which is a 
repeated theme in his discourses and poems. 

Rumi’s call for the end of individual ego and submission for 
unison should not be read in line with the Hegelian ontology of 
sameness or likeness. He asks us to unsettle human subjectivity 
and in permitting us to talk about man’s relation or non-relation 
to man and God, to overcome the process that is fixated on 
destroying the ‘other’ so that the self or ego can triumph. This 
elevated intellect, which Rumi calls ‘heart-knowledge’, makes us 
human and enables transcendence to see ‘self in ‘another’. Of 
course the state of being and non-being and becoming part of a 
collective whole, Rumi suggests, is not a platform for pursuing 
common goals and experiencing monolithic humanity. He urges 
people to fulfil their role as human beings because the creative 
possibility and potential of being human is a gift and a promise to 
mankind. 

Rumi’s call to unmask individual ego and embark on a 
shared human journey is an active process blending the sensory 
and the spiritual worlds that enables continuous changes and 
transformation within self while simultaneously acknowledging 
the interconnectedness with a variety of others. The significance 
of this webbed relationship between self and others undoes the 
totalising and stifling hegemony of individualism and makes room 
for exploring new meanings of the interconnected and also 
independent human being to think beyond given structures. I 
read this message within a historical framework to revisit the 
question of violent nationalism in 1971 and draw attention to the 
substratum connections shared by people in the subcontinent, 
even those separated by hate and national politics in India and 
Pakistan and the newly emerging Bangladesh as well. In other 
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words, I draw upon Rumi’s message to ask: can we write a people’s 
history of the subcontinent using people’s language of humanity? 

The linkage between humaneness and the process of 
recognising our shared humanity was most eloquently sung by 
Lalon Fakir in the 19th century. Lalon’s focus was on the concrete 
human experiences in the world and he was concerned with 
learning to recognise one’s humanity and the capacity of one’s 
humaneness, which is a lifelong process. Calling upon his listeners 
to move beyond structures of caste and sects and the crudest 
division of hierarchy, manifested in demarcating people based on 
geography, he yearned for the ‘maner manus’ (man of the heart). 
Like Rumi, Lalon urged that ego has to make way for real] human 
experiences. 


Watch out for blunders, my heart, 

when engaged with this world. 

You choose to renounce it, 

Yet fly your loincloth as a glorious flag (tr. Bhattacharya 1999: 133) 


Lalon communicated his teachings in the religious idiom of his 
audiences but reached a human message: 


Learn about namaj [prayer] before you do it. 
Keep your eyes on the human Mecca. 

Fulfil man’s desires 

here and now, through man. 

Handsome Kala [time] plays in the world 

Of the human body (tr. Salomon 1991: 279-80) 


For Lalon the potential of being human is the most privileged 
gift. He prays: 


Can I ever again be born as a man? 
Hurry up, my heart, 

And act as you wish 

In this world. 

God has created man 

in immortal form, 

wishing to be human. 
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Nothing is better than man 


man can pray 
only by loving (tr. Bhattacharya 1999: 136) 


Rumi and Lalon both narrate the story of humankind, evolving 
and learning new meanings of being human. The progressive 
endeavour is not an individual effort, though each person must 
enable the process; the human journey is a shared undertaking 
and as such, an interactive process. Rumi teaches this anecdotally 
by the story of a man preparing to travel to a foreign country, 
despite being discouraged by his well-wishers. When asked why 
he wanted to go to a ‘strange/ers land’ where no one there was like 
him or spoke his language or shared his religious beliefs, the man 
replied that the last time he was there he spoke at a public gathering 
and ‘they (the strangers) cried’. Despite the lack of a common 
language of communication the people understood the man’s 
message that came from his heart and responded to him. 

Survivors of 1971 learned the lesson of dehumanisation in 
violence and in recalling that memory today, both men and women 
urge us to recognise our and their humanity, too. Against this 
background, they tell their story of violence to teach us a new 
language of agency and appeal to us to undergo a mutual learning 
process for overcoming binaries that blind people within 
encumbered structures of differences. They also make us realise 
that the individual encounter can be understood as a collective 
experience if we shed our attitude of extreme individualism and 
make space for shared responsiveness. Above all, they raise critical 
questions about the easy acceptance of external identities and 
enable us to see the internal dimensions of being human, 
oscillating between the local and universal, historical and timeless, 
an ongoing process of humanisation. 

The language of insantyat or manushyata that survivors draw 
upon can serve as the cultural and conceptual term to interpret 
this demand for humanisation. Insa@niyat has a wide range of 
meanings. The terms and concepts encompassed by humanity, 
humaneness and humanism are often used to convey in a simple 
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sense the meaning of insdniyat, although they represent only a 
small fraction of the varied connotations. To some modern 
humanists, particularly in the West, humanism is self-evidently 
secular and western in origin.2° Humanism to people in the 
subcontinent, though, is inseparable to theological roots and its 
source of inspiration is ‘religion that dignifies human behaviour. 
As already mentioned, generally speaking the development of a 
humanistic philosophy in the subcontinent is seen as a 
conversation between Sufi-Islam and Hindu-Bhakti ideas and 
philosophies that nurtured tolerance of the diversity and 
difference.?’ In esoteric Sufi usage insdniyatis ‘love’ within a human 
being that transcends ego enabling one to see and recognise the 
shared human condition that brings one closer to the Divine. It is 
this understanding of man as interconnected with others (and 
transgressing self and ego to reach closeness with the Divine) that 
Rumi reminds us is necessary to embark on the human journey 
making individuals realise that they are inescapably part of a larger 
whole. 

This shared language of insdniyat resonates even today 
throughout the Urdu, Hindi and Punjabi speaking regions of 
North India and Pakistan, particularly in the genres of music 
called qawwali (Sufi utterance) and bhajan (Bhakti devotional 
composition).”8 In my native Assam, manabata (insdniyat) is a 
proudly used idiom that Assamese claim is a local. ethical 
philosophy.?? 

For people in the subcontinent, insaniyat usually means the 
capacity for recognising the shared human status which informs 
their actions and promotes understanding and facilitates 
relationships with others. Human beings, in order to retain their 
insdniyat, have to develop a vigilant outlook not to lose awareness 
of the ‘other’, because it is in the other’s well-being that the survival 
of the self is possible. In contrast the loss. of insaniyat destroys 
human relationships and is the pathway for self-destruction. This 
loss manifested in the partition of India and Pakistan was one 
such devastating moment and it shocked the witnesses and 
storytellers of 1947, particularly Sadaat Hasan Manto, Intizar 
Hussain, Kuldip Nayar and Govind Nihalini, among others.*° 
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The terrible violence of 1971 has also provided a limited 
vocabulary to some commentators to conceptualise the loss.?! In 
their reminiscences we hear the frightful recollections of human 
degradation and the loss. of insdniyat in men’s banal crimes of 
passion, greed and anger. 

The theoretical position of humanism that survivors of 1971 
urge us to consider can be particularly useful for the people in the 
subcontinent given that the majority live within and also beyond 
the boundaries of given identities and divided histories; they enact 
tension using religious and political fundamentalisms while 
simultaneously showing an incredible capacity for tolerance of 
difference and a willingness to live with ‘others’. This complex 
duality breeds violence and, simultaneously, nurtures 
humanisation. This is not to suggest that the heterogeneity of 
South Asia should be negated and collapsed into one homogenous 
syncretic identity. Rather, as Rumi, Lalon, and survivors of 1971 
suggest, it is a site for engaging and developing humane concerns 
while accepting the tensions between the groups and the dialogical 
process. This space created by survivors’ testimonies enables a 
renewed interrogation aimed at understanding the relationship 
between men and women; Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi; 
Hindu and Muslim, and facilitates multiple narratives of people 
capable of altering the received narratives of history in South 
Asia. Creating a new history after the violence of 1971 in survivors’ 
voices may be the way out of the bloodied mess of the past for 
creating humane societies. 

The critical challenge I see in telling the story of women’s 
experiences in 1971 is not to reproduce the spectacle of violence 
or reduce the violence into a text for analysis and critique. Veena 
Das (2000) and Ashis Nandy (1995), among others, have 
cautioned academics against overemphasis on theory and 
preoccupation with critique that can lead to devaluing empirical 
research. The Gorgon-like effect of gender violence in the war of 
1971 that stuns and stupefies us cannot frighten us into silence, 
and the Nandian outlook would be to look at the face of violence 
to grasp its meaning to produce a narrative beyond the one 
enclosed by history (1995, 2008). In maintaining this line of 
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investigation, I follow Nandy’s injunction that history must 
address and engage with memories of violence to reveal the losses 
that people suffer and to understand violent events in all their 
complexities. I would like to push this enquiry a step further in 
another direction to investigate history’s forgetfulness, because 
at the point of forgetting the past, violence becomes possible in 
the present. 

Again, the fundamental question arises: what was forgotten 
in 1971? There can be multiple responses to this question. The 
women-centred approach that I have adopted focuses on the 
forgotten that women in Bangladesh drew my attention to. 
Paying attention to women’s representations of their own reality 
during and after the war as dehumanised, we begin to grasp how 
power works for destroying and marking ‘others’. Telling personal 
stories serves as a meaning-constructing activity and an 
affirmation by women to reclaim their humanity. The capacity 
to recall these memories reconvenes women’s agency, or at least it 
is an initial step. 

Bangladeshi women’s narratives are personal stories that 
are also political and this makes them inherently valuable. Their 
memories and their stories force an interrogation of the nation- 
building process, and simultaneously pose a challenge to post- 
1971 historiography, highlighting the silences in the official 
histories offered to date. Women’s lived experiences of violence 
challenge us to engage and work through the losses. they suffered 
and their resilience in making meaning beyond it, so that we can 
begin to ‘see’ what happened in the war and start a process of 
understanding the historical conditions and intersections that 
connect 1971 with other violent episodes of postcolonial history. 
I argue that violence must be studied not only historically and 
theoretically, but also ethically and politically to make sense of its 
meaning and impact in people’s lives. 


A short note on history writing in South Asia 


The growing interest in investigating the history of violence in 
South Asia has produced many schools of history writing in 
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consequence. For example, the secular nationalist. historians in 
India assert that the project of colonialism and its production of 
history s should be blamed for creating and making violence possible 
before and after 1947 (Chatterjee 1992; Panikar 1995; Hasan 1995; 
Thapar 1992, 2004; Datta 1999; Sarkar 2001). They emphasise 
that the syncretic relationships between plural and diverse 
communities of subjects were written out of the text of 
subcontinental lives when colonial officialdom codified and 
tabulated Hindu and Muslim, majority and minority, ‘civilised’ 
and ‘tribal’ and marked people with identities who had not 
developed them on their own. The ‘epistemic violence’ of 
colonialism, they argue, is the site for exploring and explaining 
religious conflict in the subcontinent.** Pakistani historians, on 
the other, hand, do not emphasise the mutually developed culture 
of the Indus and Gangetic communities; some even denounce the 
Muslim kings of Delhi as un-Islamic for supporting Hindu-Muslim 
interaction.*? They go a step further to claim that the Hindus 
were more hostile to the Muslims than the British colonial 
administration. Thus they justify the creation of Pakistan as a 
victory against the Hindus. 

Not unlike the rabid fundamentalist historians of Pakistan, 
in India, too, the Hindu fundamentalist school of Hindutva 
blames the Muslims—the ‘other’—for violence in India. They 
claim that violence was the doing of Muslim occupiers and 
therefore the Muslim minorities within India must be made 
accountable for the ‘original’ violence committed by their 
ancestors.** Interestingly, this rhetorical construction of the 
history of Muslims as conquerors and occupiers is accomplished 
by glossing over the variety of Muslim groups and their different 
trajectories of settlement by reducing them into one monolithic 
and artificial category.*> 

Muslims constitute a variety in the subcontinent and they 
came at different periods of time. In the early 7th century, a group 
of traders established a nascent Muslim community in Makran, 
Sind, in present-day Pakistan (Richards 1974; Wink 1990; 
Hodgson 1974)..Today, Pakistani historians claim this initial 
commercial establishment as the beginning of Pakistan’s history 
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and situate Sind as the doorway of Islam. In the 9th century, a 
group of Arab traders settled in South India creating the first 
Muslim settlement in the peninsula (Dale 1990; Moore 2006). 
They were followed by Muslim groups of various ethnicities and 
from different geographical locations in Central’ and West Asia 
who came to the subcontinent through various channels as 
conquerors, traders, itinerant preachers, scholars, poets, soldiers, 
Sufis, refugees, and others. The differences among these Muslim 
groups were many, and they often battled against each other. In 
fact, Babur, a Central Asian princeling, who later became the 
founder of the Mughal dynasty (1526 CE), was invited to occupy 
Delhi by Sikander Lodi, an Afghan Muslim who was fighting a 
fellow Afghan Muslim, Ibrahim Lodi, who was his contender to 
the throne of Delhi. Not surprisingly the complex histories of 
tensions between the different Muslim groups and their multiple 
trajectories of settlement in the subcontinent are suppressed both 
in the Indian version as well as in Pakistani narrative history 
because they are not useful for either the Hindutva or Islamisation 
projects of history writing. 

In turn, historians who support the Hindutva ideology of 
making India an exclusively Hindu land for Hindus only begin 
the story of Muslims in India from the period of the Mughal rule, 
shortening the temporal length of Muslim presence in India by 
several hundred years and declaring the Muslims as aggressive 
conquerors.*© Curiously in this abridged version of history, events 
and characters are shortchanged, and in the popular version 
Babur is said to have fought against Prithviraj Chauhan, a Rajput 
king, and thus the contestation is represented as a struggle between 
the invading Muslim conqueror and an indigenous Hindu king 
and his subjects. Identifying the foundational moment of Muslim 
occupation as Babur’s conquest of Delhi makes it possible to cast 
present-day Muslims of North India as Babur ka santan (the scions 
of Babur) and transform them into a community of occupiers 
who must be forcibly removed from India (Amin 2005). The 
Mumbai riots after the demolition of the Babri Masjid is a case in 
point. In Pakistan, on the other hand, the history of Muslims and 
the teleology of Pakistan are conveniently combined and this 
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length is stressed as much as possible, some even ‘imaginatively 
[reclaim the] pre-Islamic Muslim world’ (Jalal 1995: 78). 

The Marxist school of historians in India (dominated by the 
Aligarh group) as well as the Subaltern Studies Group (SSG) 
have paid scant attention to the issue of violence between the 
different religious communities in pre-modern and colonial 
British India. An exception to the case, however, is Gyanendra 
Pandey’s study of communal riots in colonial North India (Pandey 
1990). In the scholarship of the Marxist and subaltern historians 
the emphasis has been on the structural violence that was 
cultivated and maintained by the institutions of the state to exert 
power and coerce the subject communities into submission. 
Not unlike the secular school of historians, both the Marxist 
and the subaltern historians focus on the process of exploitation 
and oppression during colonialism to understand the rift 
between the different local communities, but they do not push 
for an exploration of the consequences of the divide among the 
weak and disempowered Hindu and Muslim masses of the 
subcontinent. 

In Pakistan today a complicated and made-up history of the 
national past is in circulation. Although no defined school of 
history on Pakistan’s past is evident, as early as 1948 the 
government of Pakistan constituted a committee to re-write a 
history of the nation privileging the Muslim past.*” Ayesha Jalal 
writes, “Pakistan, with its artificially demarcated frontiers and 
desperate quest for an officially sanctioned Islamic identity ... 
the struggle for formal self-definition has been conducted in 
pitched battles between a vocal Islamic lobby and their “secular” 
and “modernist” opponents’ (Jalal 1995: 74).The re-writing of 
history from an Islamic standpoint was given a high priority with 
the creation of the Islamic Research Institute in 1956. The Institute 
was given the responsibility to ‘research in order to identify and 
bring out the achievements of Muslims in the world of philosophy, 
science, religion and culture’. It started with the premise that 
‘Islamic civilisation and culture have been great forces in ‘world 
history’, and to substantiate this claim devised a research agenda 
to prove it.°? The historian Ishtiaq Hussain Qureshi, who was 
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appointed Director of the Institute, claimed an exclusive heritage 
for the Muslims for which he invoked the politically constructed 
‘two-nation theory’ that developed in the 19th and 20th centuries 
and read it back into the past for writing a Muslim history. Driven 
to undo the history of Hindu and Muslim interaction in the pre- 
colonial period, he asked ‘if the Muslims were to forget their 
uniqueness and come to absorb as Akbar {the Mughal emperor 
known for his secular and tolerant attitude toward non-Muslims 
in India] did, contradictory tendencies and beliefs from other 
religions, could the Muslim nation continue to exist as a separate 
nation?’ (quoted by Ali 2002). 

In 1961, history as a subject was discontinued in n Pakistan 
and was incorporated into the textbooks on social science (Ibid). 
Therefore, the development of debates and different schools of 
history was not even given a chance. The state bureaucracy and 
the government-appointed historians colluded to write a history, 
presented as ‘Pakistan Studies’ from an Islamic standpoint and 
negated all other influences on Pakistan’s people and culture. The 
privileged position of West. Pakistan dominated in this 
representation. 

The obvious problem that faced the scholars of Pakistan 
Studies is where and when to start Pakistan’s history. Including 
the ancient past of the subcontinent would mean including the 
influences of different non-Muslim communities and locating 
Pakistan’s history within the Indus and Gangetic milieu, perhaps 
even focusing on East Pakistan because that region had established 
a Sultanate independent of Delhi as early as the 13th century. To 
overcome this unnecessary fact of history, Anmad Hasan Dani, a 
reputed Pakistani archaeologist and historian, suggested that 
Pakistan had closer and stronger cultural links with Central Asia 
than with India and that should be the focus of Pakistan’s past 
before Islam. Later, Aitzaz Ahsan, a lawyer, turned historian, 
claimed in his book the Indus Saga (1996) that Pakistan’s past was 
more deeply connected with Central and West Asia than with the 
Gangetic valley. 

The general tendency was to overlook the history before the 
advent of Muslims in the region, and the starting point of Muslim 
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history was identified with the invasion of Mohammad bin Qasim 
in the 7th century, which in Indian historiography, (created by 
the British colonials as well as the BJP historians), is also 
represented as a shattering moment of warfare that destroyed 
peace in the region. In Pakistan, however, this event is a matter of 
pride as it inaugurated the establishment of Muslim power in the 
subcontinent. ‘Thereafter’, M.D. Zafar writes, ‘by the 13th century 
‘Pakistan had spread to include the whole of Northern India and 
Bengal’ and then under the Khiljis ‘Pakistan moved further 
southward to include a greater part of Central India and the 
Deccan.’ Under Aurangzeb the ‘Pakistan spirit gathered in 
strength’; but waned again with his death (quoted by Jalal 1995). 
The Pakistan spirit revived once again under the leadership of 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah and the Muslim League who led the 
Muslim Pakistanis to their independent destiny! 

But it was not enough to claim an exclusive Muslim past for 
the Pakistani people in history. Pakistani historians also had to 
train the public to be ‘true Muslims’, particularly the people of 
East Pakistan. Besides importing to East Pakistan the Urdu 
language and compelling people to learn it, the more important 
change was directed at creating a new historical memory by 
reminding the East Pakistani Bengalis of the ‘great privations they 
had undergone at the hands of the Hindus over a long period of 
their history®? The orientation to renew the study of history of 
East Pakistan as Muslim history was a directive that came from 
President Ayub Khan in 1965. By government mandate a 
committee was appointed to write the ‘History of Pakistan’. In 
this new state-written history that was to be taught to East 
Pakistani children and the public, the successes of the Muslims 
were emphasised and the weaknesses of the Hindus highlighted to 
compare them against the Muslim might. The Bangla Academy 
that was created in Dhaka, alongside the Islamic Research Institute 
in Lahore, to research and write about the contributions of the 
Muslims was admonished for increasing its pro-Tagore activities, 
which were deemed ‘anti-national’ and a symbol of Bengali Hindus 
in East Pakistan.‘ 

In 1966, by order of the Cabinet Division working under the 
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direct supervision of President Ayub Khan, the term ‘partition’ 
was dropped from the official lexicon of Pakistan’s administration 
because it “gave the impression that Pakistan was an artificially 
created country which is far from [the] truth. In fact, Pakistan is 
a different country than India bound together by the British rule 
for a period of only two centuries.’ In lieu of ‘partition’, the 
words ‘achievement for independence’ were mandated and history 
was divided as “Pre-independence’ and ‘Post-Independence’ 
history.! Evidently, Pakistan had fully internalised the colonial 
history of Hindus and Muslims and accepted that they were totally 
separate communities with little or no interaction in the past. 
The rhetoric of Hindu as an ‘enemy’ of Muslims that the colonials 
had endowed became the language and ethos of independent 
Pakistan. It would be unfair to blame Pakistan alone for keeping 
alive the inherited history of divided communities. In India, too, 
the enemy narrative is active and gaining ground every day. 
Bangladesh’s history before the war of 1971 is more or less 
silent about the Pakistan period, except for occasional reminders 
of the economic exploitation by West Pakistani business interests 
and civil bureaucrats.42 This problem creates a totally skewed 
history and the only language that survives about the Pakistan 
era is ‘colonisation’. Bangladeshis can no longer determine 
who the real colonial masters were—the British or the West 
Pakistanis. The intimacy with the ‘other’ (Pakistanis), as well as 
the fear of remembering so engulfs the Bangladeshis today that 
they have wilfully lost the segment of the pre-1971 history.*? After 
Bangladesh emerged as a ‘liberated’ nation a narrative of the war 
took shape and provided the beginning for writing a ‘true history’. 
I have argued elsewhere that the colonial violence of identity- 
making in history is something we cannot forget (Saikia 2004b). 
Neither can we overlook the frequent and violent outbreak of 
tensions based on this history, mostly directed against the Muslims 
since Partition in India. After the Babri Masjid issue there have 
been many riots, the most bloody was the post-Godhra violence 
in Gujarat in 2002 which marked the 10th anniversary of the 
demolition of the mosque. Whatever the reasons for the claim of 
‘originary’ violence, my concern is to focus on the realities on the 
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ground and enquire how we have incorporated received 
histories—secular or fundamentalist, Marxist or subaltern, 
colonial and postcolonial, Indian, Pakistani or Bangladeshi— 
into our present political lives and transformed them into tools 
to enact-violence for national pride disabling people to ‘see’ the 
destructive force of their own violence. It is this void of locating 
violence and putting it into perspective that allows forgetting 
and creates acrisis of memory, which survivors of 1971 are urging 
us to take stock of and to make it pivotal in the study of critical 
events in our time. 

To tell the past, one must remember it, which involves a 
struggle for the survivors and the social and political life of the 
nation. Remembering, as Gyanendra Pandey argues, may force 
us to address issues and open wounds that a nation does not want 
to deal with (1992). But the project of remembering the traumatic 
past has to be more than coming to terms with the bad and ugly 
that national history wants to silence. Moreover, remembering 
need not be directed at creating an oppositional story, as Ranabir 
Samadar argues.** The cognitive structure of writing a people’s 
history in South Asia today has matured enough to move beyond 
and outside the control of already produced state history learned 
from the colonials, which is a self-selective process determined to 
contro] the outcome by creating ‘included’ and ‘excluded’, ‘us’ 
and ‘them’ (Trouillot 1995). 

It is true that not all the episodes within the state history 
remain externally placed, outside people’s lives and their 
memories. Some memories do interact with history and produce 
interesting outcomes, as Pandey (1994, 2006) and Amin (1996) 
have evocatively argued. As I had pointed out earlier an example 
of this is the common perception of Indian history that Prithiviraj 
Chauhan fought against Babur, with the native hero posed against 
the foreign invader. This popular version of the past that resides 
in collective memory in contemporary India is not different from 
the ‘bad’ official history produced during the tenure of the BJP in 
India and Ayub Khan in Pakistan. In both versions of history— 
the official and the popular—one group is represented as the 
defenders of the motherland or homeland and the other group as 
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the invading aggressors. We have to remember that this kind of 
polarised history is not totally made up either by the people or 
the state, but involves a careful sifting process undertaken by select 
groups of agents—official historians, government officials, and 
vested parties including the public looking for identity in history. 
Curiously, the outcome of this kind of history is to flatten the 
multivocal experiences and produce a simplified narrative for 
consumption that spawns and penetrates people’s knowing of the 
past.*° I am concerned with the process that excises some episodes 
and people out of this history because it decides what is acceptable 
about the past in the present. 

The silences within history and memory are produced and 


reaffirmed at many sites: in the selection of sources and in the 
Choices are deliberately made in the official process of collection, 
some accidents occur, occur, and some of the recorded past is 


intentionally removed. The corpus called history thus produced 
is only a partial record of the past, but itbecomes the final product 


backed by the official power of the state and is memorialised. The 
official history that is an engineered product must be questioned, 
otherwise the silenced and unnarrated will remain unthinkable 
and unknowable. History’s prbegee calm to Know the “rut 


knowledge ‘production, postcolonial rer and religious 
politics in the subcontinent have to be fully addressed, Above all, 
history’s spurious currency for easy circulation i in the region in 
the future should be questioned which is possible to do if we listen 
to the people who are the agents and subjects of history. 


Notes 


! The term Bihari is not meant to identify the people of Bihar. A variety of 
Urdu-speaking people who had migrated from India to East Pakistan after 
Partition were commonly referred to as Bihari in order to distinguish them 
from the loca] Bengalis. 

? The term was first used in 1969 in Justice Shahabuddin’s Report to describe 
the feelings of the East Pakistani Bengalis toward the state of Pakistan. See 
G.W. Choudhury (1974). 
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3 Lieutenant General A.A.K. Niazi’s book, The Betrayal of East Pakistan 
(1998) sums up this concept. In Pakistan, by and large, the discourse on 
1971 vacillates between two representations. One is of a family gone awry, 
of brothers fighting against brothers. The second is starkly opposite and 
‘otherises’ the people of East Pakistan as ‘Hindu-like’. Their affinity with 
India, a Hindu country in ae imagination, was abe te short, 
does not crifically e evaluate the Sree instigati ng the ce 

4 Tam using the term in a conceptual sense as used by George Marcus. Each 
segment and location of the research generated new questions and texts 
pointing me in new directions to explore and interpret. The research 
became like a detective plot continuously unfolding at each stage. See 
Marcus (1998). 

5 Tam borrowing this term from Zillah Eisenstein who uses it in the context 
of the plural worlds and diverse spaces of our lives and realities that produces 
multiple ways of knowing self and others. See Eisenstein (2004). 

® For an excellent example of the clash between the different ways of knowing 
self and other, identity and history, colonial history and local narratives see 
Partha Chatterjee (2002). 

7 Primo Levi’s words translated and quoted by Giorgio Agamben (1999: 17). 
8 A very rich scholarship on the impact of Sufis and Sufism in South Asia is 
available. For example, see Richard Eaton (1994); K.A. Nizami (2004). 

9 Insdniyat is both a word and a concept and can be loosely translated as 
humanity or the moral and ethical obligations of a person to self and 
others. An extended discussion of the genealogy and application of insaniyat 
is provided in the subsequent section. 

10 Once when I asked a survivor if the sacrifices she had made in the war— 
suffering rape, loss of home and husband, and expulsion from her village 
were worth it, without hesitating she said, ‘Freedom was worth it’. Similar 
admissions occurred in conversations with other women, although they 
also problematised the issue by asking why they nave not been allowed to 
enjoy the benefits of liberation. 
Emmanuel Levinas’s discussion on the subject of ethical humanism engages 
the issue of responsibility to the ‘Other’. The ethical obligation to the 
‘Other’ is not directed to make common platforms for creating an 
instrumentalist agenda to overcome differences. See Levinas (1972, 1981). 
12 Of late there has been a considerable amount of scholarly interest toward 
understanding Muslim views on ethics, rights and morality that constitute 
the basis of humanism. See Lenn Goodman (2003); Abdullahi Ahmed An- 
Na’im (1991: 4-16, 2008); Robert C. Joansen (1997: 53-71); Irene Oh 
(2007); Tony Davies (2008). As pointed out by Muhammad Iqbal the 
words Bashar or Insdn are for man in his capacity of God’s vice-regent on 
earth (see Iqbal 1986). 
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James Booth in Communities of Memory (2006) provocatively argues 
that no commemorative action can serve the cause of developing an 
ethical memory more than ‘bearing witness’. The witness is more than 
an eyewitness but can broadly include the statements and actions of those 
in the present who have received firsthand accounts from others. My 
report of women’s testimonies is an act of bearing witness to the state’s 
action that elected to terrorise, kill and undermine women and their 
families. 

Several early Islamic humanists have emphasised that the principal part of 
humanism is eloquent discourse. Abdullah [bn al-Mugqaffa (8th c.), Ibn 
Rushd (12th c.), and Jalaluddin Rumi (13th c.) are some of the proponents 
of the humanist turn in Islam, both in religion and philosophy. 

The relation between the humanist speaker and listener is reciprocal, for 
the purpose of hearing is not only to learn but to return that learning into 
a vivid medium of speech or writing for creating new narratives for renewed 
understanding. In Assam, where I am from, the reciprocal relationship 
between speaker and listener is defined as the principal location for 
understanding. All exchanges are plotted within a form of a dialogue 
between the speaker and listener and are encapsulated within two words— 
Hunisane (are you listening) and Hunisu (I am listening). All verbal 
exchanges are framed within these two words. A speaker has to ask the 
audience at crucial points of the speech/discussion if s/he/they are listening 
to understand, and the listener is obliged to reply if listening is leading to 
understanding. This humanist approach resonates in the 1971 survivors’ 
speech. 

Africanists were at the forefront of developing oral history for 
methodological and epistemological enquiry nearly 50 years ago. In Latin 
American history, testimonial narratives have produced counter-statist 
accounts that challenge the production of history from the archive and 
documents of the state to show the extraordinary range of contexts in 
which history and narratives are produced. India has an oral tradition that 
goes back to the foundational narratives of Hindu culture expressed in 
memorising and reciting the Vedas, the Mahabharata, and the Ramayana. 
Unfortunately, the oral tradition of India as a source for writing 
communitarian texts was undermined with the development of history 
produced by the colonial state, which became dominant. The colonial 
scholar-administrator coerced oral narratives from the ‘native’ to outline 
an ancient history of India and then discarded it by calling it nonhistory. 
The subjected public in India has since interacted with a state history as 
‘real’ and oral tradition as ‘myth’. 

See essays in Daphne Patai and Sherna Gluck (1991). Also for an 
ethnography of the interaction and impact of fieldwork on research method 
and outcome see Ruth Behar (1993); Lila Abu-Lughod (1993). 


40 


18 


20 


2 


= 


WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


An excellent research bibliography on Partition has been compiled and 
made available by Vinay Lal at www.Manas.com 

The recent backlash against Jaswant Singh for his book Jinnah: India, 
Partition, Independence (2009) in which he identifies the main actors of 
Partition as Jawaharlal Nehru and Vallabhbhai Patel shifts the blame from 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah and the Muslim League. This position is 
unacceptable to the Indians and the Indian press and media, including 
some scholars who have vociferously argued against it. Indian public opinion 
refuses to ‘see’ the agency of Indian actors in partitioning British India. 
The representation of 1947 as the determinant moment of history has led 
to some myopic assessments of the violence. Seen as an Indian trauma 
(since Pakistan was forcibly created from within the body-politic and 
territory of India), the stories and experiences of people who came to India 
from across the border of Pakistan or left India for West Pakistan are 
better known and researched. The experience of the people of East Pakistan 
is often represented as not violent and a process of slow migration that 
spanned several years. The stories of displacement and refugeehood of the 
East Pakistani Bengalis are recorded only after their arrival in India. The 
Partition narrative thus works on two registers of experiences of people 
leaving from West and East Pakistan, and the general tendency is to 
overlook the experiences of the rest of the people in the subcontinent. Did 
Partition affect their lives in any way? What did the moment 1947 mean 
to them? 

Also, the approach to 1947 as a unique event is a temporal hubris 
because it reduces the moment into a static date. From 1947 to 1971 the 
people of East Pakistan underwent massive changes in their relationship 
with the state of Pakistan and their sense of identity and the glue of 
religion binding them together came apart; linguistic and ethnic issues 
became more prominent. It is important to study the history of 1947 asa 
process interspersed with many events, occurring before, during, and after 
1947. Included in these events is the war of 1971. 

Within the story of 1971 there are multiple narratives of disruption and 
violence and a variety of histories can be written on the episodes within 
1971. I have focused on the experiences of violence against women. Another 
episode that needs our urgent attention is the experience of the people of 
Tripura in 1971. Thus far, their story is completely overlooked. Tripuris 
were pushed out from the capital city of Agartala to the hills and were 
transformed into a minority group in their own homeland due to the 
settlement of large groups of Bangladeshi Hindu refugees during and after 
the war. Their language—Kok Borok was overrun by Bangla, which was 
declared the state language. After several decades of marginalisation, the 
local Tripuris have demanded a reinsertion of their language into the 
public space and recognition of their status. These efforts are viewed with 
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a great deal of suspicion by the government in New Delhi. In response the 

government has stationed several battalions of the Border Security Force 

(BSF) and the Indian army in Tripura to control and stifle the voices of 

dissent. Local groups have reacted to this by forming militant organisations 

to carry out ambushes and guerilla attacks against the Indian forces. This 
has led to a spiralling of the problem with little or no gains for the ordinary 
citizens of Tripura. Who will tell Tripura’s story and the imposed silence? 

The plight of its people who are still suffering the repercussions of an 

international conflict is disturbingly familiar. 

Fred Dallmayr has argued for the process of ‘humanisation’ in developing 

a more inclusive human rights agenda in our times (2002: 173-89). 

23 In particular, Richard Eaton makes this argument in his much-acclaimed 
book, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier (1994). 

24 This was particularly evident for Muslims who had to leave Delhi for Pakistan 
and lost their connection with Nizamuddin Auliya’s shrine. For the Sikhs 
of Pakistan, too, Partition wrenched them away from the shrines of some 
of their most important gurus that were located there. For many the loss of 
association with the shrine of Baba Farid, a friend of Guru Nanak, and one 
of the most revered Chisti Sufi saints of the subcontinent, was a devastating 
blow. See Anna Bigelow (2009) for a further discussion on the subject of 
the lived realities of people and the interaction of Sufis and shrines at 
Malerkotla, which refused to take sides in the Partition saga with either 
India and Pakistan. 

* There are various translations of The Mathnawi. I have consulted Book 
One, translated by Jawid Mojaddedi (2004). 

26 See John Headley (2008). 

27 See Tara Chand (1954); Hamid Hussain (2007). 

28 Some interesting work has been recently published on Sufi shrines, music, 
and ritual practice in developing a local culture of shared tolerance. See 
Richard Wolf (2006: 246-68); Peter van der Veer (1992: 545-64). 

29 In Assam, singer, songwriter and poet Bhupen Hazarika has repeatedly 
invoked the concept and term manabata to urge his audience to take 
responsibility for their actions toward fellow human beings. 

3 In Diwan-i-Ghalib, the famous poet Mirza Ghalib writes, ‘Bas ke dushwar 
hain, Har kam ka asan hona, Admi ko bhi muyashar nahi Insan hona’(a 
difficult task does not become easy by saying so, it seems impossible for 
man to become human). This sentiment echoes over and over again in 

“ remembering 1947 and Sadaat Hasan Manto’s writings drive home this 
point most eloquently. The critique that man has failed to be human is 
gaining voice in the state of insecurity and terror in the region. 

3! Although 1971 is barely addressed in Pakistani Urdu literature there has 
been some probing stories and commentaries on the war that highlight the 
base instinct of humans and the capacity for violence that is latent within 
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them which, in turn, results in loss of insdniyat. Intizar Hussain alone 
seems to have given some serious thought to national disintegration and 
the perceptions of the event at personal and collective national levels. He 
has written several short stories on this subject. I consulted two well- 
known ones, Shahr-e-afsos (1973) and Voh jo khoe-gae (1973). 

Foucault in the Archeology of Knowledge analysed ‘epistemic violence’ in 
the nexus between power and production of knowledge. Edward Said’s 
Orientalism (1979) grounded Foucault’s theoretical discourse in the study 
of the colonial apparatus and the construction of the Other in the Orient 
that negated and suppressed the realities of subject communities and made 
them static portals of received history that enclosed them within rigid 
boundaries of identities. 

See the critical essays on the subject of Pakistani history writing by Mubarak 
Ali (2002: 4530-31); Ayesha Jalal (1995: 73-89). 

This discourse has been popularised by politicians and kar sevaks (rank and 
file workers) of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). They are not the first to 
do so, though. In the early period of the Indian National Congress, leaders 
like Bal Gangadhar Tilak developed a very narrow definition of Indian as 
‘Hindu’ and devised a variety of public festivals and rituals to develop 
collective consciousness of the Hindus. Peter van der Veer (1993, 1994, 
2001); David Ludden (2005); Romila Thapar (2004); Thomas Blom Hansen 
(1999, 2001); Sumit Sarkar (2004); Christophe Jeffrelot (1995); Tapan 
Basu (1993); among others, have explored the project of Hindutva history 
that seeks to make all Indian history into ‘Hindu history’. Their researches 
have enriched our understanding of the process and outcome of the Hindutva 
rewriting of Indian history within a narrow and exclusionary frame 
privileging religion as the prism for understanding the past to make the 
Indian present and future belong to one community of people, i.e., the 
Hindus. 

The 19th-century Bengali poet, Bankim Chandra in his poem Vande 
Mataram (Hail to the Motherland) (1876) sowed the seeds of a poisonous 
knowledge of Muslims as occupiers, and endorsed violence against them 
to cleanse India and regain her original pristine character. In contrast to 
this view, contemporary historians like Asim Roy, M.R. Tarafdar, and 
Richard Eaton argue that the process of Muslim conversion and settlement 
in many parts of India, including Bengal, was peaceful and was generated 
through expansion of Sufism (or through the work of the Sufis). Eaton’s 
work, in particular, maps the impact of Sufi teachings and the expansion 
of agricultural practices that enabled conversion and settlement of new 
Muslim groups in Bengal. 

Based on Partha Chatterjee’s essay (1994) Ramachandra Guha’s Review 
Essay reminds us that the first generation of ‘Hindu Nationalist History’ 
can be traced to Ishwari Chandra Vidyasagar. 


The Told and Untold Stories of 1971 43 


37 Declassified Files Pertaining to the Ministry of Education, file no. 18/CF/ 
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49-183, microfilm no. 1948. National Documentation Centre, Islamabad. 
The objectives of the Institute were as follows: (i) To define Islam by 
bringing out its fundamentals in a ratignal and liberal manner and to 
emphasise among others, the basic ideals of universal brotherhood, tolerance 
and social justice; (ii) To interpret the teachings of Islam in such a way as 
to bring out its dynamic character in the context of the world of intellectual 
and scientific progress; (iii) To carry out research in Islam’s contributions 
in this world of thought, science and culture with a view to enabling the 
Muslims once again to recapture the position of pre-eminence in these 
fields; (iv) To take appropriate measures in encouraging research in Islamic 
History, Philosophy, Law and Jurisprudence. Declassified Files Pertaining 
to the Ministry of Education, 324/CF/59/1956-16, microfilm no. 2274. 
National Documentation Centre, Islamabad. 

Declassified Files Pertaining to the Ministry of Education, 30/CF/65-19, 
microfilm no. 2478. National Documentation Centre, Islamabad. 
Declassified Files Pertaining to the Cabinet Secretariat, 341/CF/66, 
microfilm no. 2544, National Documentation Centre, Islamabad. 
Declassified Files Pertaining to the Cabinet, 348/CF/66-5, microfilm no. 
2544. National Documentation Centre, Islamabad. 

Willem Van Schendel’s A History of Bangladesh (2009) tries to provide 
some corrective to this ‘colonisation’ trope of Bangladeshi history. He, too, 
however, focuses on the economic and political marginalisation of East 
Pakistan without comparing this regional story alongside other marginalised 
regions in West Pakistan, such as Baluchistan, North West Frontier and 
Sind, before 1971. 

In another context Ashis Nandy (1983) has argued that the intimacy and 
fear of the Indian colonial subject in relation to the British colonial masters 
had created a peculiar problem of forgetting self and has to regain it by 
engaging the violence of colonialism. 

“We are, it seems then, hopelessly caught in a bind. For, to define ourselves, 
we have to now define our neighbours. Our [Indian] liberal present has to 
produce a not so liberal neighbour [Bangladesh], our secularism has to find 
a fundamentalism there ... our economic progress is counter-posed to her 
poverty. And this we do, not only to define our triumphant self, we do it 
to resolve the quarrel and tensions in our many voices ... The first produces 
history out of half-truth, the second counter-poses possibility to history in 
order to drag history into the region of mythography.’ Ranabir Samadar 
(2001: 863). 

In my previous research on the history of the Tai-Ahom in Assam, I 
encountered this phenomenon continuously. People in Assam have almost 
forgotten the Tai-Ahom legacy, including the language, culture and religion. 
Yet, when I asked my Tai-Ahom informants what made them different 
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from the Assamese Hindus they quoted to me the history of Tai-Ahom 
that Edward Gait, the Commissioner of colonial Assam, wrote in 1906. 
The history inscribed by the colonial administrative masters about Assam 
and her people informed the Assamese collective memory and circulates as 
the ‘local’ version of history. The colonial and local memory of Tai-Ahom 
have blurred and become the same. The ‘inner domain’ of how people 
remember was totally. transformed during colonialism and it persists in 
survival. 


2 Creating the History of 1971 


The politics of Pakistan and India 


In 1947, at the end of British colonial rule, the subcontinent was 
partitioned creating India and Pakistan. India was founded on 
the ethos of a secular republic but soon became mired in 
majoritarian politics expressed in communal and religious 
violence that has bloodied the landscape of postcolonial history.! 
Pakistan, on the other hand, was founded on the rhetoric of 
religious nationalism popularised by a variety of Muslim 
campaigns and organisations throughout the early 20th century 
that emboldened the Muslim League party under the leadership 
of Mohammad Ali Jinnah to make an assertive demand for 
Pakistan. Immediately on the birth of Pakistan, the exclusive 
Muslim identity was downplayed by Jinnah and a somewhat 
tempered rhetoric of inclusion of all communities was publicly 
announced. In Jinnah’s inaugural speech to the members of the 
Pakistan Constituent Assembly on August 11, 1947, he declared, 


You are free; you are free to go to your temples, you are free to go to 
your mosques or to any other place of worship in this State of Pakistan. 
You may belong to any religion or caste or creed—that has nothing 
to do with the business of the State ... We are starting with this 
fundamental principle that we are all citizens and equal citizens of 
one State ... I think we should keep that in front of us as our ideal, 
and you will find that in due course Hindus would cease to be Hindus 
and Muslims would cease to be Muslims, not in the religious sense, 
because that is the personal faith of each individual, but in the political 
sense as citizens of the State. 


The collective consciousness of the Muslims that led to the creation 
of Pakistan, it seems from Jinnah’s speech, ceased to be the state’s 


46 WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


focus in independent Pakistan, and the state decided against 
publicly flaunting a Muslim identity.” During this initial period, 
the ‘Muslim’ did not deem the ‘other —Hindu—as its enemy; at 
least this was not publicly announced. Jinnah’s speech made on 
the floor of the Constituent Assembly stands testimony to the 
equality of all citizens, irrespective of their religious beliefs, in the 
newly founded nation-state of Pakistan. It was not religion but 
ethnicity that became the site of conflict between East and West 
Pakistan even at the early stage of nation building. 

The multiple ethnic and linguistic communities of Punjabi, 
Bengali, Sindhi, Pathan, Baluchi, and the Urdu-speaking groups 
from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh (émigrés from India—Muhajirs) 
that made up the Pakistani nation were divided physically, 
emotionally, politically and culturally. Territorially the nation 
was divided into two wings—East and West Pakistan. The 
Punjabis who dominated in the West vied for power with the 
Bengalis in the East, who constituted the majority. Supported by 
the Urdu-speaking immigrants from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh 
who spread and established themselves in West and East Pakistan, 
the Punjabi factor slowly established its prominence in Pakistan’s 
identity and politics. 

The state’s attitude of favouritism toward groups in West 
Pakistan, particularly toward the Punjabi and the Urdu-speaking 
émigré community created public tensions in East and West 
Pakistan. Urdu was suggested as the national language of Pakistan 
although the majority Bengali population refused to accept it. 
Language riots marked the 1950s with violence. Fluency in the 
state-recognised language meant access to power and the state’s 
attitude of discriminating against non-Urdu speakers (the Bengali 
majority) proved very costly to the Pakistan state.? 

Throughout the 1960s, Bengali ethno-nationalism found 
expression in a variety of public activities and unrest, and their 
demands became strident. The major grievances that motivated 
the Bengalis to fight to separate themselves from the Punjabi- 
dominated West Pakistan state were the inequitable distribution 
of national resources, economic exploitation, restrictions on 
Bengali speech in the public sphere, and lack of political 
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representation in the country’s national parliament. The military 
dictators who ruled Pakistan from 1958 to 1971 refused to 
accommodate the demands made by the Bengalis. 

The emphasis on the ethnic superiority of West Pakistani 
Punjabi and Urdu speakers was particularly evident during 
President Ayub Khan’s military dictatorship (1958-1969). His 
Constitution in 1962 even attempted to drop the term ‘Islamic’ in 
describing Pakistan but was forced to rescind due to the religious 
backlash within the country.* He succeeded in making a very 
important change on the register of ethnicity, which had far- 
reaching effects on the people’s psyche and shaped the politics to 
come. By establishing West Pakistan as ‘One Unit’, rather than 
maintaining the ethos of a federated union of the constituent 
regions, which was the original agreement, the division of West 
and East Pakistan was administratively sanctioned. This policy 
established ‘parity’ between the two wings and gave equal electoral 
weightage to both, although the West, 40 per cent of the total 
population of Pakistan, constituted a minority. In turn, the 
Bengali majority was reduced to secondary players in the polity 
and the Punjabi and Urdu-speaking minority in the West 
established their position to become the power brokers. 

The establishment of the two-wing state and toning down of 
the ‘Muslim’ political rhetoric within the nation facilitated the 
creation of anew enemy. The construction of ‘Hindu’ as Pakistan’s 
enemy developed in the military and political sites as fractured 
narratives. In national politics by the mid-1960s, the term ‘Hindu’ 
was invoked to mobilise Pakistan’s struggle against the enemy 
nation—India—and after the 1965 war the categories India and 
Hindu were interchangeably used. India became Hindu in the 
view of the Pakistani state and this impression was widely 
publicised in the public sphere through political rhetoric and 
discourse, particularly by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, the founder of the 
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), who used the idea of Musawat 
Muhammadiya or Islamic Socialism to re-construct a Pakistani 
identity. Though the Pakistan Army continued to maintain its 
public persona as a secular institution for a while, the ethnic 
politics of the superiority of the Punjabis took precedence, many 
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veterans of 1971 admitted to me. But as the conditions and politics 
in Pakistan changed and the demand of the Bengalis became more 
vocal, the rhetoric of Hindu as the enemy of Muslim became a 
tool for the army to use against the people of East Pakistan, who 
were increasingly viewed.as‘Hindu-like’. The racially tinted 
outlook of Punjabi superiority and Bengali inferiority motivated 
the military dictators’ policies and produced decisions that 
became evident after the 1970 general election. 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the Bengali leader of the Awami 
League (AL), won a landslide victory in the 1970 general election 
gaining 160 of the 162 seats in East Pakistan; while his rival, 
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s PPP, won the majority in West Pakistan 
with 81 of the 138 seats. The results of the election were unexpected 
by the military junta and the political parties in West Pakistan.° 
Several of them, most importantly Bhutto, refused to attend the 
inaugural session of the National Assembly in Dhaka scheduled 
to be held on March 3, 1971 to sort out the political stalemate. 
Failing to reach a consensus among AL and PPP to share power 
or accept Mujibur Rahman, a Bengali, as the Prime Minister of 
Pakistan, Yahya Khan, the President and Martial Law 
Administrator, deployed the national army against the Bengali 
people to stifle the growing unrest and political instability in East 
Pakistan.° Added to it, the steady and intrusive incursions of the 
Indian security forces, Indian spies and troublemakers into East 
Pakistan worsened the situation for its people’ Increasingly, the 
Pakistan au and Seas began to view the Bengalis as rebels 


it was fully backed by Bhutto. Ina “nationally broadcast radio 
speech on March 26, 1971, Yahya Khan told his ‘fellow 
countrymen’, West Pakistanis, that military action ‘over there’ 
was necessary ‘because of Mujib’s obstinacy, obduracy, and 
absolute refusal to talk sense ... [which] leads but to one conclusion 
that the man and his party are enemies of Pakistan and they want 
East Pakistan to break away completely from the country.’ He 
also announced that he was ‘proud of [the Pakistan Army]’ and 
asked ‘the nation to appreciate the gravity of the situation for 
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which the blame rests entirely on anti-Pakistan and secessionist 
elements and to act as reasonable citizens of the country because 
therein lies the security and salvation of Pakistan’.’ Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman and the Awami League party leaders were 
declared rebels, the Bengali units in the Pakistan Army were 
disarmed along with the police, and efforts were made to arrest 
the leaders of the student organisations and eliminate the 
intellectuals of Dhaka University. 

The state declared war against the people of East Pakistan 
on March 25, 1971. In showing support to the military decision, 
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto publicly announced ‘Thank God, Pakistan 
has been saved’. This single statement many believe summed up 
the attitude of the West Pakistanis toward East Pakistan. For them 
the people of East Pakistan did not matter at all; they were the 
‘other’, Hindu-like, and deserved destruction. Pakistan resided 
in the western wing and the rule of the elite of this region had to be 
guaranteed by all means, even if it meant whipping up a 
sentimental, but unfounded, rhetoric of ‘saving Islam from the 
Hindus’ by brutalising the people of East Pakistan. For nine 
months, a reign of terror and violence took over East Pakistan 
and resulted in the killing of nationalist Bengalis. The war was 
not confined to Pakistan, but its long-standing enemy and 
neighbour, India, ia, became embroiled in the conflict and lent its 
support to the Bengalis to fight and break away from ‘Muslim’ 
West Pakistan. Thus, alongside a civil war between East and West 
Pakistan thus, an international war between Pakistan and India 
also broke out in the same theatre of East Pakistan. 

Just as Pakistan moved to use religion to separate ‘us’ from 
‘the enemy’, so too did India. The Indian government, assessing 
the damage done by the West Pakistanis against the East’s Bengalis 
through belligerent and armed violence, found the opportunity 
to use religion to add to their sense of panic and horror. Indian 
agents, who were working in East Pakistan from January 1971, as 
is evident from visual accounts of the time, encouraged the Peoples 
specially the Hindu minority community, to migrate to India.? 
The migration of large numbers of Hindus to India achieved its 
purpose of confirming that religious persecution was driving the 
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violence in the war, and this was highlighted in the Indian press. 

In turn, the minority Urdu-speaking community in East 
Pakistan, commonly referred to as Bihari, turned to the Pakistan 
Army for protection of their Muslim identity.!° They provided 
assistance to its soldiers to carry out violence against the Bengalis. 
They were deemed the enemies of Pakistan and because of their 
support from India were now increasingly and readily accepted 
as ‘Hindu-like’, which justified violence against them. The ethnic 
war between Bengali and Biharis became the third war in East 
Pakistan. 

From March 25 until December 16, 1971, thus several wars 
broke out in East Pakistan. One was a civil war between East and 
West Pakistan, the second was an international war between India 
and Pakistan, and the third was an ethnic war between the Bengalis 
and Biharis. There was still another war that broke out—a gender 
war of men against women in which all groups indulged in 
terrifying and brutalising enemy women to create fear and 
humiliate the other. The war against women is by far the least 
studied and actively silenced within the 1971 violence. 

In the civil and ethnic wars, West Pakistani troops with the 
support of Al-Badr and Al-Shams constituted by local Bengali 
and Bihari supporters and militias committed widespread violence 
against the nationalist Bengalis, who were deemed ‘Hindu 
turncoats’, to justify Muslim (Pakistani) violence against them 
(Mascarenhas 1971; Sisson and Rose 1990).!! In turn, the 
nationalist Bengalis, with the assistance of the Indian Army, 
created a local militia called Mukti Bahini (Liberation Army) 
and wreaked havoc in communities deemed their enemies.!? 

In particular, during the civil war the Biharis were targeted 
as the ‘enemy’ of the Bengalis. This was as much economic as 
ethnic hatred and the easy accessibility to this group, rather than 
the Pakistani soldiers who lived within their protected barracks, 
made them vulnerable. The Biharis being Urdu speakers had an 
edge in the Pakistani administration and were employed in the 
public sector as well as in the privately owned West Pakistani 
businesses in the East. Being émigrés from India they were not 
landed people and thus unlike the Bengalis were not 
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agriculturalists and did not spread out to the villages. Bihari 
livelihood options being confined to the industrial and business 
sectors resulted in their forming compact communities living in 
phetto-like conditions in the urban spaces. The cleavages'between 
the Bengalis and the Biharis in speech, livelihood, and living 
arrangements enabled the transformation of the Biharis into an 
‘outcast’ group by the Bengali nationalists and they targeted them 
tor violence. The majority of the ethnic attacks happened in towns 
where the Bengalis and Biharis worked and lived side by side as 
neighbours, before the violence broke out.!? Most of them did 
not have any armed presence to protect them. Their vulnerability 
made them easy targets and fearing for their lives, the majority 
relinquished home and property. After the war, the Biharis were 
transformed into ‘stateless refugees’.'4 Today, more than 250,000 
Biharis still live in refugee camps in Bangladesh without basic 
human rights.!> It was in one of these, Camp Geneva, where I first 
encountered these ‘stateless’ Biharis in Bangladesh. Neither 
Pakistan nor Bangladesh recognises them as citizens, and they 
have nowhere else to go. 

Rampant violence took place against innocent and helpless 
Bengali civilians, mostly vulnerable groups of religious minorities 
and women, during the nine months of war. The Pakistan Army 
and its helpers, the Bihari and Bengali loyalists, often attacked 
villages and razed them to the ground. The intensity of these 
attacks was highest immediately after March 25th and it lasted 
until early May. There was a short lull thereafter, but the spark 
was ignited, once again, when the Mukti Bahini guerillas started 
placing landmines indiscriminately and destroying the Pakistan 
Army tanks in large numbers with the help of Indian intelligence 
gathering. The Army’s reactive strategy. was to punish the local 
rebels in the villages. and towns and randomly pick up people for 
interrogation and line them up in front of firing squads. Few 
survived to tell their tales.1° Pakistani attackers also murdered 
the old and young in the villages and raped women. Sexual violence 
was widespread at this time. The Pakistanis hoped that the tactics 
of fear and extreme punishment and humiliation, of Bengali 
honour would prevent future rebel recruitment of Muktis. But 
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that was not the case. Their ranks swelled and 11 sector commands 
were established, of which only one was located within East 
Pakistan. The rest were established and functioned from the India- 
East Pakistan border. The Muktis with the direct help of the Indian 
government made it into an all-out civil war. In turn, the Pakistan 
Army’s violence increased exponentially. 

The violence compelled both Hindu and Muslim Bengalis, 
mostly women children and the elderly, to migrate across the 
border to India. The Bihari women, children and their elderly 
had nowhere to escape to. The Bengali refugees went to West 
Bengal, Tripura, and Assam because these places were already 
etched into the path of migration from East Pakistan to India. 
The refugee pressure on the resources of the host communities 
became acute leading to intense questioning in the national 
parliamentary debates as to whether India should continue to 
assist the Bengalis in their struggle.!” In support of the Hindu _ 
Bengali refugees (who formed 60 per cent of the East Pakistani 


refugee population) arguments were made that in future they 


would become ‘good Indian citizens’ and hence their migration 
to India was not discouraged, but deemed legitimate. On the other 
hand, the Muslim refugees were pushed into a liminal category of 
‘illegal immigrants’ and vociferous demands were made to remove 
them from the body politic of India.!® 

The international war that broke out in 1971 between India 
and Pakistan was part of the long-drawn-out series of battles that 
started soon after 1947. In 1948 and 1965, the two countries went 
to war over Kashmir but could not resolve the Kashmir problem. 
From early 1970, the government of India became actively 
involved in destabilising Pakistan in the East. Using in intelligence 
agents and the Border Security Force (BSF) for creating ‘panic’, 
India lured the Hindu Bengalis to leave East Pakistan. Rumours 
of forcible occupation of Hindu properties and conversion to 
Islam, disrespect of religious places, molestation of women, 
robberies, and similar harassment and crimes were circulated. 
Propaganda that refugees would be given land in West Bengal 
(approximately two hectares for each family) was used for enticing 
landless cultivators to cross over. The active support of the Indian 
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relief agencies, such as the Omega Team, and the special 
rehabilitation offices that were set up at the border provided great 
encouragement and assisted a. variety of Bengali people to leave 
East Pakistan.!? The Pakistan Army’s violence added further 
impetus to migrate to a safe haven. 

Initially, the number of refugees to India did not seem to be 
an impressive count. The Minister of Labour and Rehabilitation 
R.K. Khadilkar informed the Parliament on May 27, 1971 that 
between March 26 and March 31, only 300 refugees had crossed 
over into India. By April 17, however, 119,566 persons had crossed 
into the Indian border states of West Bengal, Assam, Meghalaya, 
and Tripura. From the middle of April, the refugee influx started 
increasing rapidly and justified the Indian Prime Minister, Indira 
Gandhi’s ambition for seeking international involvement.”° 

~~ Furthermore, Pakistan’s belligerence and use of armed forces 
against the civilian population enabled India to argue for a 
humanitarian crisis in East Pakistan.*! After months of 
deliberation and fighting a proxy war on behalf of the East 
Pakistani Bengalis, on November 26, 1971, India launched a 
frontal attack against the Pakistan Army in the East.’* The Pakistan 
Army responded on December 3 by attacking India’s western front, 
on the border of Punjab. Within 12 days, the Indian Army assumed 
the upper hand in the war in East Pakistan with the help of the 
Mukti Bahini militias. On December 16, 1971, the war was over. 
Pakistan surrendered to India. , 

With the direct help of India, the new nation state of 
Bangladesh was created in the former territory of East Pakistan. 
The United States of America, Pakistan’s traditional ally, did not 
interfere with the outcome of history. Pakistan was broken up, 
and the Bengalis won their independence. Behind the story of the 
proud beginning of a new nation state called Bangladesh was a 
terribly dark human story of loss and destruction. Bangladesh 
claims that in the nine months of the war nearly a million Bengalis 
were killed by the Pakistan Army, several million were rendered 
homeless, and several thousand women were raped. Although 
the loss of Bihari lives was never accounted for by the Bangladeshi 
authorities, independent sources, such as the International Red 
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Cross documented that over 250,000 Biharis were displaced after 
the war. The stateless Biharis were quarantined in internment 
camps where the vast majority is still languishing in the hope of a 
settlement of their status.” 


Violence on the side: war on noncombatants 


The multiple levels of victimisation in the war are little known. 
Rather, triumphant narratives of ‘success’ and ‘liberation’ are 
written and rewritten in Bangladesh and India and they are 
consumed as the history of the war. In Pakistan, there is a general 
uneasiness to talk about the war, and the long silences of memory 
in the public space have crystallised into a kind of amnesia. The 
constructed histories in India and Bangladesh and the silencing 
of memories in Pakistan have created a great deal of confusion, 
and there is an ongoing quarrel about whom to blame for the 
violence and differing claims of victimhood. The debatable nature 
of the past that governs these communities and national 
productions of histories allows for new narratives to be produced 
that suit the purposes of remembering or forgetting. Few can 
deny, however, that in the 1971 war state violence was combined 
with ethnic and religious hatred to target the vulnerable. All the 
groups involved in the war were complicit in the violence. 
When civil war broke out in East Pakistan, the Pakistani 
Army, armed the irregular militia forces of Al-Badr and Al-Shams 
(constituted by both Bengali and Bihari supporters) to eradicate 
the Bengali nationalist rebels. In turn, the Indian political 
authorities sanctioned the establishment of local cells to arm the 
Bengali Mukti guerillas to fight the Pakistanis and their 
supporters. The divided groups of armed men did just that, they 
went on a house-to-house rampage against each other, the Bengali 
against the Bihari and vice versa even before the civil war broke 
out.” In this volatile scene of ethnic warfare the direct intervention 
of the Pakistan Army complicated matters' even further. The 
military administration motivated their Punjabi soldiers to 
annihilate nationalist Bengalis. Indian politicians and their 
supporters also used the war as an opportunity to cut Muslim 
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Pakistan down to size and neutralise the eastern border. Leaders 
and followers thus reduced their enemies into abstract numbers 
and demographic units, categorising ‘us’ and ‘them’. The 
abstraction of the human person to fit ethnic, religious, and 
national labels opened the space for a cold, inhuman purpose for 
one human being to violate another human being. Bounded 
communities saw themselves as enemies of other bounded 
communities. Instigated by their leaders, men elevated violence 
to the level of duty for furthering the sovereign power of the nation 
and state. The vulnerable human, the victim, who was used and 
exploited by the system, was not accounted for and his/her lived 
experiences were obscured and cancelled from the national 
registers. Women who were brutally attacked and exploited were 
annulled from national historical memory, their experiences was 
a site of shame. 

The human tragedy in 1971 is overwhelming. What is most 
shocking in exploring the violence is that those responsible for 
the killings and perpetrating brutalities were often common 
people who took sides with their ethnic or political groups and 
were armed by the Pakistan and Indian armies to act out their 
wills. The multiple actors and perpetrators complicate the picture 
and it is almost impossible to distinguish the victim from the 
perpetrator group. Can we read the violence as genocide?*> 
Genocide scholars agree it is a contested concept; there is a great 
deal of disagreement on what qualifies for the term (Straus 2005; 
Staub 2000). We know that the majority that died in the 1971 war 
were not combatants and they were not involved in the making of 
violence. They were victims, innocent or guilty, only of being 
Bengali, Hindu or Muslim, or Urdu-speaking Bihari. They were 
killed because they were there in East Pakistan in 1971. Some among 
them supported Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the Bengali leader who 
aspired to become the prime minister of Pakistan and, in fact, had 
the votes for at least a power-sharing role, which went against the 
wishes of the military junta and the politicians of West Pakistan. 
Most of those who were killed in East Pakistan during the war had 
no hope of escaping. But were these people victims of genocide? 

Genocide is a term that is strategically used by perpetrators 
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to accomplish their mission of establishing their power. They 
define the event through their motivation to wilfully destroy and 
annihilate the victim community that they identify as different 
from them. The process required for committing genocide can be 
an ‘industrial’ production that occurred in Nazi Germany or can 
occur within communities that share intimate and passionate 
relationships, as in Rwanda and Bosnia. Genocidal violence is 
part of a cold and rational plan and not irrational, random acts 
of killing (Newbury 1998; Herzfeld 2005). The number of dead 
bodies is not the determinant issue in the labelling of the event. In 
Nazi Germany, Rwanda, Bosnia, and now Darfur,*® which are 
recognised as genocides, a common thread links them together. 
The violence in all these events was engineered by a group within 
the country to produce the death of others, over whom they had 
power. The Nazi activities of creating and using concentration 
and labour camps, gas chambers, and other inhumane means to 
remove all traces of the Jewish population from the body politic 
of Europe is the most cited example of genocide in the 20th 
century.’” In Rwanda, genocide ‘was not a single, spontaneous 
event’ but happened in five phases involving calculated designs 
and plans. It started in the mass killings in Kigali on April 6, 1994 
and lasted for three months spreading to the north-east, the south- 
central region and extended to the south and west. These were 
not war zones but killing fields where the slaughter of the Tutsis 
by the Hutus were carried out with knife and machete, as well as 
by guns and grenades (Herzfeld 2005). International involvement, 
particularly the abusive power of the French authorities, is a much- 
debated-issue in understanding the Rwandan genocide. 

In East Pakistan, death was not produced in a factory-like 
environment nor was there one group of perpetrators. Violence 
was a passionate outburst staged in intervals as reaction to 
previous episodes. It happened between and within communities 
of people who knew each other and lived alongside each other, as 
neighbours, as teachers and students, as colleagues and co- 
workers, as strangers and friends. These people were driven by 
the passion of their group interest, politics, personal vendetta 
and even material greed. Violence was also carried out by 
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outsiders—the Pakistan Army and the Indian Army. No single 
group had the monopoly on committing violence, nor did one 
single group control the production of death in East Pakistan. 
Pakistani Punjabi soldiers, nationalist Bengali militias, Bengali 
supporters of West. Pakistan, Bihari civil armed guards, Indian 
soldiers, and other less identifiable groups killed, tortured, and 
destroyed those who opposed them and their politics.”* It is true 
that the West Pakistani soldiers and their supporters killed large 
numbers and that they were encouraged by the Army, a state 
apparatus, to carry out violence against the people of East 
Pakistan. What motivated the Pakistani soldiers to kill nationalist 
Bengalis who were until then a part of Pakistan and were citizens 
of the same country? Did the Pakistani soldiers think they were 
committing genocide? 

Many veterans in Pakistan recall that they were ‘ordered by 
their superiors to teach the Bengalis a lesson’ and they obeyed the 
command and performed their duty.?? They viewed the Bengali 
‘uprising’ as a ‘rebellion’ and were determined to crush it.*° Some 
said that they killed noncombatant Bengalis because they feared 
for their own death. They also hoped the example of corporal 
punishment would deter the Bengalis from continuing their 
freedom struggle and the terror of death would compel them to 
accept defeat. They tortured Bengali women because they wanted 
to humiliate and dishonour Bengali men and reduce their women 
into ‘objects’. Sometimes, they raped women they lusted after 
and no one punished them for their lack of discipline on the war 
front. Ultimately, Pakistani army violence was driven by the desire 
and motivation to save Pakistan and make the Bengalis relinquish 
their freedom struggle. Women were attacked in their homes, 
stripped naked in front of their family members, raped and thrown 
into drains. They were imprisoned in the sex camps that were set 
up, with or without the knowledge of the higher ups in the West 
Pakistani administration, their hair was chopped off, they were 
tied down and repeatedly raped, forced to take off their saris and 
wear rags or men’s shirts, denied the food they were accustomed 
to, and many starved and died. Imprisoned women were forced 
to do the physical work of digging graves to bury the dead.*! The 
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Bengalis, too, killed members of their own community as well as 
Biharis 2 and W West Pakistani. families living i in n East Pakistan who 
did not support their freedom struggle. They, too, raped and 
terrorised Bihari and West Pakistani women and drove the entire 
population of Biharis out of their homes and imprisoned them in 
internment camps.*? 

Much public debate has been focused on what label to give 
to the 1971 event. Much before the war was over and the Pakistan 
Army surrendered to the Indian Army, the term ‘genocide’ crept 
into the lexicon for naming the event: On June 13, 1971, the Sunday 
Times published an article called ‘Genocide’ by journalist Anthony 
Mascarenhas that appeared on page one. His graphic descriptions 
and personalised style of narrating the stories of crimes committed 
by the Pakistani Army that he witnessed during his 10-day visit to 
East Pakistan called the event to international attention.*? 
Immediately, in the Indian newspapers, radio broadcasts and 
public political rallies the term genocide began to appear and 
assertive claims were made to expose the inhuman. nature of the 
Pakistani Army. The Indian press extended this understanding to 
label the Pakistanis as a whole and pathologised them as 
‘criminals’ and ‘inhuman’, which served the Indian government’s 
interest and plans for an armed attack in the East. But the Indians 
did not come out publicly to the rescue of the people in East 
Pakistan until late November. In the interim period, violence had 
spread all over and was executed by overt and covert means by 
multiple perpetrator groups and did not end when the war ended 
on December 16, 1971. Routine e violence against | the Biharis 
continued and persists even | today as they remain confined to 
their camps in the condition of ‘statelessness’. 

~ Another 1 viewpoint for naming the violence comes from 
scholars of genocide studies who ‘es on empirical findings to 
refer to this event as ‘politicide’, whereby political issues lead to 
mass murder of communal victims.*4 Unlike genocide, which is 
defined by the perpetrators based on their differences with the 
victim community, in politicide groups are defined by political 
terms and represented to be in opposition to the regime and 
dominant groups. West Pakistani soldiers performed the task they 
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were told to do, which included killing and destroying the 
Bengalis, because they believed the enemy group was working 
with the Indians and that the Indian government’s political 
interest was to destroy Pakistan. These men fought and killed to 
save their nation, which was in their political interest. The Bengalis 
demanding freedom was oppositional politics, and they carried 
out armed violence against the West Pakistan government in 
support of their cause of liberation. This is distinct from the 
violence committed against Jews by the Nazis. Jews were not a 
political or military threat to Germany. They were killed soley 
because of their ethno-religious identity. 

The story of violence committed by the Bengalis is less well 


SN Tes ‘Tepresented i in the news media, except the 


akistani Urdu press, which obviously towed the line of their 
leaders to vilify the Bengalis. People in Bangladesh were reluctant 
to_talk about the violence committed by the Mukti Bahini or 
disparate Bengali groups and individuals, but many recalled for 
me specific incidences of local violence in which the Mukti Bahini 
volunteers and local Bengalis were the perpetrators. The local 
incidences of violence, many believed, were a cause of grave 
concern and Peace Committees were set up to create normalcy in 
the region, but they failed. Sometimes, members of the Peace 
Committees themselves became involved in committing violence. 
According to the report in the Bangladesh newspaper Daily 
Star of April 4, 2008, the War Crimes Fact Finding Committee 
(WCFFC) has created a list of 1597 war criminals responsible for 
the mass killings, rapes, and other atrocities during the war. Of 
those on the list, 369 were from the Pakistan military; 1150 were 
local collaborators including rajakars, members of the Al-Badr 
and Peace Committees; and 78 were Biharis.*° There is, of course, 
no mention of the violence that the Mukti Bahini or Indian. Army 
committed because it does not suit the purposes of the committee 
to remember their crimes. The obvious slant of the document 
undermines its credibility and leaves it open for research to 
investigate the complex nature of violence during this war. 
Obviously the misguided ethnocentric and political interests 
of the participants—Pakistani, Bengali, Bihari and even Indian— 
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led to mass violence. There was no fixed group of perpetrators or 
victims in this story to tell of the inhumanity of the ‘other’. Should 
we conclude that there were multiple genocides during the nine 
months of war? Or, can the term genocide describe what happened 
in 1971 in East Pakistan? The indeterminacy of the term and the 
lack of a clear-cut identification of the perpetrator community 
leave us puzzled. 

Rather than being confined to. the debate of naming this 
event, I agree with scholars of mass violence and genocide studies 
that the focus should be on what lessons we learn from the violence. 
The mass graves that have been unearthed in many sites in 
Bangladesh stand as grim reminders of the dead. Among them 
are many unsung heroes and heroines of the war and many 
innocent victims who were not involved in politics. They were 
bystanders who died simply because they were in the scene of the 
battle and suffered its consequences. These victims did not label 
themselves for posterity to claim to be of one ethnic group or 
another (although the attempt is to identify all the exhumed 
skeletons, bones and other human remains as belonging to Bengali 
martyrs). A new remembering of the war is urgent in South Asia. 
Otherwise, we will continue to remain wilfully ignorant and refuse 
to learn how genocide, politicide, or mass killings originate and 
perpetuate painful experiences on the self and others. 

The other vexing issue of the war violence is the mass rape of 
women in 1971, This is not unique; it is part of a familiar, though 
horrible, feature of wars, including the more recent examples of 
Bosnia, Kosovo, Croatia, and Rwanda. In these and other wars, 
women were targeted for male violence and dehumanised as part 
of the war effort to reduce enemies into submission. Why did men 
rape women in the war in Bangladesh is a question rarely asked 
and there are no clear-cut answers. Were there state directives 
given to men to rape women? What is quite obvious is that rape 
was about power. Raping women in Bangladesh was a rite to 
assert the power of men’s ability to destroy the vulnerable and 
make it impossible for a woman to find a whole self after the war. 
Rape was also a tool to destroy women’s link with the past. They 
were doomed to live without their collective memory; their 
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personal history became a secret that could not be disclosed. The 
voicelessness of women’s position offers a lens to understand their 
dehumanisation. 

West Pakistani men who were, in turn, motivated to fit the 
state’s ‘pattern’, overlooking the capacity or incapacity for 
individual functioning in the war front (the term ‘pattern’ is used 
as in Judith Kay, 1994), were nominated as masculine agents of 
the state to force their idea of Pakistan onto the people in the East. 
The vulnerable communities of women were the easiest target. 
The imagination of a pure Pakistan demanded a cleansing of the 
body politic, which was allegedly made corrupt by the ‘Hindw’ 
presence. Muslim Pakistani (read: pure) men assumed that the 
sacrifice of the ‘Hindu’ women was necessary to undo the national 
malaise. In 1971, one can argue, the plans to purify as well as 
destroy were given shape simultaneously. Men and pattern, 
individuals and state became deeply enmeshed and women who 
were already reduced in Pakistan to second-class citizens were 
annulled as Bengali ‘Hindu’ or ‘Hindu-like’, marginalised and 
excluded from the rank of humanity. The militarisation of 
Pakistani men and the destruction of Bengali women went hand 
in hand in imagining a new nation.*© This was not unique to 
Pakistan. 

After the war the Bangladesh government mandated an 
abortion programme to get rid of the ‘bastard Pakistanis’ and 
women were compelled to accept the state’s intervention if they 
wanted inclusion within the newly liberated country and to live a 
normal life, at least, at an external level. A clinic for rape victims 
called Sada Bahar was set up in the heart of Dhaka city on February 
18, 1972 and it functioned for six months thereafter. A 
rehabilitation centre called Nari Punarbashon was also 
established to assist victims. The violence of rape was responded 
to with more violence by the Bangladeshi state represented by the 
liberators, Bengali men. Purity and impurity, belonging and 
exclusion were worked out and physically carried out on the body 
of women, the site of national dishonour and power for men to 
control the imagining of a new ‘liberated’ nation. _ 

Discussion of rape by women continues to be a difficult 
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subject in Bangladesh. Shame, fear of accusation of complicity 
and collusion prevents women from discussing in public the sexual 
violence that is privately discussed as a widespread phenomenon 
in 1971. In Muslim Bangladesh (which is showing a rising trend of 
fundamentalism) discussion of sexual violence is a taboo subject. 
The obstacles placed by society and religion inhibit speech and 
compel survivors to forget the experiences of gendered violence.?’ 
Speaking is not easy or important to many survivors. For them 
the moment of violence is total.as well as multiple, fractured, and 
dispersed. Women cannot retrieve this memory in its entirety 
because they know it is not possible to recapture their loss and 
dehumanisation. There is no going there, no point of access to the 
‘iconic’ memory that lingers in the background but is not spoken. 
The struggle for women is to try to make sense of the 
incomprehensible experience. Both Bengali and Bihari women 
have therefore pushed these memories into a remote site, to silence, 
forcing forgetfulness. The lack of a serious demand to probe the 
circumstances and agents of gender violence has enabled the 
internalised oppression within Bangladesh to continue and fill it 
with rumours, gossip and slander. 

The community of feminist scholars within and outside 
Bangladesh has committed very little emancipatory labour 
toward dismantling patriarchal domination in producing new 
knowledge about 1971. As such, although 1971 is considered to 
be one of. the most intense cases of brutalisation. of women. in 
20th-century conflict, the story has been largely unacknowledged 
by the scholarly community in the West. Susan Brownmiller’s 
pioneering book, Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape (1975) 
is the only exception. As yet, no full-length monograph on the 
subject has appeared for a renewed engagement with the subject.°8 
Without a scholarly discourse of the oppression that Bangladeshi 
women suffered in the war, alongside the stories of other oppressed 
groups of women who are not white and western, we will continue 
to promote a two-tiered world for women, differentiating and 
excluding some from human knowledge while continuing with 
the hypocritical rhetoric to address women’s experiences. 

Added to scholarly neglect that has not yet configured a 
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way to tell a women’s narrative of 1971, writing within the 
culturally and socially scripted practices of normative knowledge 
in South Asia, rape continues to be an uneasy topic of discussion. 
Cultural unease is expressed in the lack of an equivalent word for 
rape in Urdu. In Bangla although there is a word for rape, 
dharshan, it is never used in women’s testimony of war 
experiences.’ The problem of naming the violence that women 
suffered creates a real problem for historical accountability. There 
is no language or vocabulary for survivors to tell us what they 
experienced in that moment. 

Besides the dominant establishment of patriarchy that 
controls and limits women’s language and speech, the religious 
cultures of Islam and Hinduism also circumscribe the enunciation 
of gendered memories in the public domain and make discussion 
of rape a dishonourable matter. Community cultures of South 
Asia have also determined the limits of acceptable and 
unacceptable speech and have found ways to hide the 
embarrassing traces of women’s experiences in the war from public 
and social memory. Women’s memories survive, it seems, only in 
the private sphere and are dealt with as private matters by the 
victims’ families, and often solely by the victim who hides in 
‘shame’. 

Immediately after the war, women’s experiences were not 
just ignored, but were discounted as an absent subject in public 
history. Clearly, the hierarchy of gendered identity in post- 
liberated Bangladesh became evident in the dismissal of women’s 
voices. In the Bangladeshi media and official memory only men’s 
experiences were eulogised. The vast majority of the published 
memoirs of the war are personal accounts written after the event 
(for example, Alam 2006; Khan 1998; Shafiullah 1995; Siddiqui 
1985; Islam 1981; Bhuianh 1972). The memories of male mukti 
jouddhas, the liberation heroes, dominate, and they are narratives 
of euphoria. Between 1992 and 2001, over 1200 books on the “War 
of Liberation’ have been published in Bangladesh.*° Over and 
over again in these accounts, we hear about the sacrifices that 
men made during the war, their fighting abilities, strategies of 
guerilla warfare, and triumph despite the betrayal by rajakars, 
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the Pakistani supporters. A second genre of writing that has 
emerged is the compiled thana (district) reports that are of interest 
to local historians but do not develop a larger picture of the actors 
and their impact on the war efforts.*! A third type of war writing 
is presented as documents of war crimes with names and pictures 
of the war criminals focused on identifying and describing the 
rajakars (see Kabir 1999; Liberation War Museum publications 
1987, 1994). Finally, there is a variety of writing on the issues of 
civil society and politics during 1971 (for example, Imam 1986, 
1991; Firdousi 1996; Mamoon 2000) and « a eoavely of novels and 
in Bangladeshh 

There has been very little effort to bring together these 
multiple personal stories and genres of narratives for compiling a 
history of the Liberation War so that people can grasp and 
understand the genesis of the war and the violent events and their 
impact, and thus develop a social memory based on people’s 
experiences. The 15 volumes of the Liberation War Documents 
published by the Bangla gla Academy_ (1982) is probably the only 
effort, although inc incomplete, in this direction, Within this 


compendium, 1 the unpleasant events that happened in the war are 


submerged and pushed to the ‘margin. The apparent hope i is that 


people will overlook | those stories and forget them soon. 


The issue of women as victims, as I have mentioned, is the 
most problematic memory of the war, and the tendency is to 
forget and silence it whenever possible. The only memory about 
women that emerged soon after the liberation of Bangladesh is 
about birangonas (brave women) or, in other words, victims of 
sexual violence. Women did not give themselves this label nor 
presented themselves as birangonas. The term was coined after the 
war in 1972 by the first prime minister of Bangladesh, Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman, to officially acknowledge the women who were 
violated during the war. He hoped that through this recognition 
a space would be created for women to claim their contribution 
in the war. The label was backed by a concrete policy of redress to 
enable the women to reconvene a normal life in society. Men who 
agreed to marry birangonas were rewarded with jobs and land. 
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‘The effort was to re-create a semblance of normality and family 
life for women who suffered sexual violence. Sheikh Mujib’s efforts 
at recognising and rehabilitating women were well founded, one 
would assume, but the outcome was counter-productive. The 
labelling of some women as birangona also marked them, and 
they were increasingly seen by society as ‘fallen’ or ‘loose’ women. 
Thus they were reduced to the level of ‘corrupt’ women, 
equivalent to prostitutes. Very few women associated with the 
label of birangona, not even after it became widely used in official 
and activists circles. For them to have survived rape was a life- 
changing event. To have to confront a new social stigma was far 
from what they envisaged would be their reward thereafter. 

The social discrimination and neglect of women who were 
transformed into birangonas due to the violence in the war is 
lucidly addressed in a ‘fictionalised’ narrative by Nilima Ibrahim 
(1998). Ibrahim’s narrators are birangonas who offer scathing 
criticisms of the post-liberated Bangladeshi society’s inability to 
deal with them as human beings deserving understanding of their 
experiences to enable them to re-integrate into society and create 
a normal life. The seven women who tell their stories conclude 
that there is no place for’ them ‘at home’, in Bangladesh, any 
longer. They preferred to leave the 2 country a and migrate to Europe 
or Pakistan, to make their lives there. 

From Ibrahim’s account of birangonas’ lives and my own 
conversation with many of them in Bangladesh it is clear that 
those who found a house and a husband to settle down with were 
rarely well treated. A vast majority of men who married them did 
not stay in the marriage after they received the financial benefits 
from the government. The compensatory justice that the 
government implemented benefited men and their families rather 
than the women who continued to suffer social neglect. Thus, the 
government policy inadvertently created a situation for some 
unscrupulous men to exploit vulnerable women and did not 
enipower women on their own terms. The policy also produced 
an opposite effect. Instead of love and respect from the public, 
birangonas received very little in the way of people’s understanding, 
and the social stigma of rape compelled most of them to hide 
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their experiences in order to resume a normal life. Women did 
not want to be heroes in this sense, as rape survivors, because in 
newly liberated Bangladesh there was no place for them.’ 

Not unsurprisingly, btrangonas were rarely allowed to speak 
for themselves. Their experiences were spoken of by others who 
were powerful actors in the newly formed, government. The way 
other people’s agency is exercised on the victims of 1971 became 
explicit during a mock trial that was organised in 1996 in Dhaka. 
Four very poor survivors were encouraged by a women’s group 
at’ Dhaka to give testimony about their experiences in the war. 
The victims were assured state protection and assistance as part 
of their reward for testifying. Immediately after they went public 
with their testimonies, the village community boycotted the four 
women, branded them prostitutes, and denied them access to the 
commons. Threatened by further backlash, their children 
disowned them. In the end, the women were duped to participate 
in the trial, but they did not get what they were promised—houses, 
jobs and social dignity. The fiasco of the public encounter with 
the traumatic past discouraged other women from disclosing their 
memories of violence. Even today only doctored narratives of 
birangonas are available and when they ‘speak’ in public they 
generally adhere to the lines given to them by their sponsors. The 
engineered narratives do not enable us to understand women’s 
sacrifices and their contributions in the war. They become external, 
almost pornographic, stories about women’s loss of honour (Islam 
1991). Not surprisingly therefore birangonas although projected 
as female heroes are also viewed as being complicit in the crime of 
rape. Women’s multiple individual experiences have been and 
are reduced to a label without a history so there is no explanation 
of what they actually experienced in the war.” 

It did not take long for the term birangona to be folded into 
another level of men’s speech, barangona, which refers to 
penetration and ‘penetrated’; women obviously were deemed 
promiscuous and like prostitutes. Women’s corporeal experiences 
in the war thus were reduced into a site of ‘shame’ in newly 
liberated Bangladesh and in an effort to make the ‘fallen’ women 
‘honourable’ and ‘domesticate’ them, the government tried to 
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rehabilitate them by teaching them sewing, weaving, and training 
to be midwives. Instead of enabling them to be their own agents 
for change, the government’s rehabilitation programme 
rewarded men with jobs and land for their willingness to marry 
and transform birangonas (read: barangonas) into good wives. In 
the governmental and familial remake, women’s rape experiences 
were made into a homogenised stereotype of victimisation, and a 
public space for recovering and reforming the fallen women was 
created. In consequence, although people were willing to hear the 
stories of male heroes and laud them for their glorious feats of 
victory and sacrifices in war, they did not wish to hear about the 
sufferings of birangonas. Reduced to the level of prostitutes, these 
women were made guilty of the crime of rape. The denial of their 
voice was thus justified, and the nation and society received 
sanction to forget their experiences and suppress their memories 
{rom the historical narrative. 

Added to the social and collective loss of memory, the 
government of Bangladesh created another new problem. The 
chilling mandate of the government headed by Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman, the hero of 1971, was to implement abortion for women 
impregnated during the war. The idea was to rid the nation of the 
‘bastard Pakistanis’. A massive emergency abortion programme 
was implemented and doctors from Australia and India, alongside 
Bangladeshi doctors performed abortions on women to surgically 
remove the odious Pakistani presence. It is said that since then the 
family planning programme in Bangladesh has been a major 
success and it continues to thrive despite Bangladesh’s Islamic 
orientation, which frowns on government intervention to restrict 
reproduction. Women who continued to defy the government 
injunction to be aborted and delivered their babies took a huge 
risk. Most of them could not keep their babies, though. For 
Bangladesh, fortuitously Mother Teresa and the Sisters of Charity 
who had been working throughout the war in the refugee camps 
of West Bengal providing succour to the displaced and 
traumatised Bengali women and children stepped in to ‘rescue’ 
the ‘war babies’.#4 A massive adoption scheme was devised and 
most of the war babies were exported to The Netherlands, Canada 


68 WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


and other European countries through the contacts established 
by Mother Teresa’s foundation.© Indeed, Bangladesh got rid of 
the ‘bastard Pakistanis’ and Mother Teresa was hailed for her 
humanitarian intervention during and after the war. The women 
who were raped and lost their babies due to abortion and 
adoption were made invisible and their children became objects 
for others to ‘rescue’. The stories of women’s and children’s loss 
were never publicly acknowledged, lest the gendered shame 
wrought by the war became a national shame. 

The strategic claim that the Pakistani enemy had raped 
200,000 Bengali women transformed real women into an abstract 
number of bodies. Reduced into objects, survivors could not tell 
who had raped them, but the omnipotent government decided 
that the rapes were done by the Pakistani enemy. The revenge 
rhetoric that followed made the women’s question a spectacle 
without the backing of an investigation and allowed for continued 
gendered subjectivity. The fantasy of retribution against the 
Pakistani enemy was given new life after an initial list prepared in 
1972 contained the names of 195 Pakistani ‘war criminals’. Since 
then new lists have been prepared. The most recently published 
list Contains the names of several thousand men® in which h the 
number of local rajakars, particularly representing the pro- 
Pakistani Bengali groups who are identified as war criminals, is 
much larger than the number of Pakistani perpetrators. One can 
deduce that the fluctuating list is a political tool rather than a real 
attempt to identify and locate the perpetrators. From the 
beginning, the show of concern on the part of the government 
enabled it to further its own image in the eyes of the aggrieved 
Bangladeshi public without really providing a solution to remedy 
victims’ lives. In turn, this suited the national agenda for 
continuing the wars of self-interest for writing a limited history. 

In Bangladesh, women were made complicit in the plot 
created by a government run by Bengali men.‘” After three decades 
of silence, a limited and partial memory of Bengali women’s 
experiences in the war has started to appear, but they do not 
adequately address the multiple experiences of the variety of 
women in Bangladesh (for example, Begum 2001; Akhtar et al. 
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2001; Ibrahim 1998; Lahiri 1999). The voices and experiences of 
minority women, such as the Biharis, even today, are not included 
within the women’s efforts to remember. Bengali women have 
co-opted to the Bengali men’s will to construct meanings of 
nationalism and feminism within culturally and ethnically specific 
contexts today. The construction of the Bihari women as the 
‘other’ makes it possible to imagine such an identity. Hence instead 
of challenging patriarchal values and authority, Bengali women 
have become subject-accomplices in dehumanising ‘others’. 

The construction of desire is the language that is used to 
achieve the effect of dehumanising the Bihari and humanising the 
Bengali women. In the latter’s reminiscences of the war, especially 
those presented as third-person narratives, not once was a Bihari 
woman represented as ‘pretty’, ‘beautiful’, ‘intelligent’, or even 
as a ‘known’ person, a schoolmate, or a neighbour. Bihari women 
were an invisible nothing, without name, face, place or association. 
They were ‘them’ without subjectivity. In turn, many Bengali 
women explained sexual violence against their Bengali ‘sisters’ 
because they were ‘beautiful’, ‘she had lovely hair that everyone 
noticed’, or ‘her big eyes attracted everyone’. What they convey 
is two meta-narratives—one about selective victimisation of 
women and the other of ethnicity. They perform stereotyping 
and totalising discourses, denying ‘other’ people subjectivities 
and human faces. 

Through some mystic unity Bengali women claim they are 
part of the land, nation and Bengali identity; while ‘others’ —the 
Bihari women—are outsiders, the enemy, hateful occupiers $ of 
their Sonar Bangla (Golden Bengal). A woman is reduced in this 
gendered construction into an inaccessible category, her pain is 
made irrelevant, her lack of home is of no concern for she cannot 
belong to the society of human women that is only limited to 
Bengali womanhood in Bangladesh. The subhuman other, the 
Bihari women, in this representation are - undeserving of a human 
language of understanding. 48 The politics of gendered memory in 
Bangladesh thus must be viewed and evaluated through the lens 
of men’s will to exercise power and enforce forgetting using the 
tools of ethnicity, religion and language. 
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Three decades after the war, the entrenched national history 
has become the accepted story and people believe it without 
questioning and demanding evidence. Like the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) report that rewrote the story 
of apartheid in South Africa by creating ‘reconciliation’ between 
the coloniser and colonised communities based on moral and 
political considerations that overlooked lived history, the 
nationalist. framing of 1971 generates a ‘new’ history through 
strategic efforts that is different rather than truly reflective of the 
experiences of the people of Bangladesh, particularly those of 
women. The national policy of erasing and forgetting women’s 
trauma and training people to only believe in the official history 
have forced traumatised survivors, both Bengali and Bihari 
women, to erase, blot out and silence the details they know about 
their victimisers; it is a survival strategy. The human witness who 
can tell the history of the violence in Bangladesh is silenced and 
destroyed. Fear _of new subjugation for speaking against the 
established story relegates them into inaccessible isolation. At the 
heart of the official memory and the memory of survivors is 
forgetting; the loss of the event of trauma and the loss generated 
by active national forgetting creates an ‘acceptable’ history that 
is consumable by the public in Bangladesh.*” 

A challenge to this history of 1971 that was created and 
recreated since 1972 by different political actors and their agendas 
in Bangladesh came from the Mukti Juddho Jadughar (Liberation 
War Museum) situated in Dhaka.°? The museum was opened 
nearly three decades after the war in 1996 and was founded by a 
consortium of businessmen whose aim is to perpetuate the 
memory of the liberation war so that future generations can ‘know 
our rich heritage ... and pay homage to the great martyrs, the 
freedom fighters and people all over the world, who supported 
the Liberation War in 1971.°! The purpose, though grand and 
well-meaning, is to construct another ‘new’ history to remember 
the war in a specific way rather than tell the events of the violence 
with all its complexities. The displays and exhibits allow viewers 
to see the sights of horror that impassions the audience to demand 
accountability for the atrocities suffered by the Bengalis. The 
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suffering of 1971 is, once again, packaged and delivered as a Bengali 
trauma. Nonetheless, it is worth noting the effort of the Jadughar 
in reviving the debate of the multiple sites and actors, particularly 
common people’s contribution to the war, and making the 
experience a far more personal and immediate visual encounter 
offers another possible way the event of 1971 can be told. 

The endorsement of forgetfulness in an oficial history and a 
failure to include the history of the ‘others’ experiences in the war 
is not confined to Bangladesh. Both Pakistan and India have 
created their own heroic narratives, forgetting their violent 
activities in East Pakistan. 

In Pakistan, immediately after the war ended in December 
1971, the Bhutto government made a show of interest to learn 
about the events and the reason for the dismal failure of the 
Pakistan Army in the war. A Commission constituted by Justice 
Hamoodur Rahman was appointed to ascertain the facts. The 
Commission interviewed 213 persons including General Yahya 
Khan, Bhutto, senior commanders and officers of the armed forces 
and various political leaders. It submitted its first report in July 
1972 in 12 copies. Immediately all the reports were destroyed; 
except the one that was handed mene ver to Bhutto, but the findin dings 


that. the armed cAoinel had committed against unarmed 
combatants in the war. Neither did they learn why the war turned 


out to bea debacle « and the state lost more than half its population 
and a a Targe national territory. 

In 1974 the enquiry was reopened, once again. This time the 
Commission interviewed 73 bureaucrats and top military officers 
and submitted its supplementary report in November 1974. Once 
again, the report established that the Army had carried out 
senseless and wanton arson, killing Bengali officers and soldiers 
on the pretence of quelling their rebellion, civilian officers, 
intellectuals, professionals, businessmen and industrialists, 
particularly members of the Hindu minority community, and 
raping a large number of East Pakistani women as a deliberate 
act of revenge, retaliation and torture. The Commission 
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recommended that these grave allegations should be dealt with 
seriously so that Pakistan did not repeat the mistakes of the 1971 
war in the future and the country and its people were not exposed 
to these brutalities again. The report and its findings were not 
disclosed and years later, on August 21, 2000, when people had 
nearly forgotten about the events of 1971, the supplementary 
report of 1974 was published by an Indian magazine, India Today. 
This was later allowed to’be published in the Pakistani press. 

By this time the people in Pakistan had come to accept that 
the loss of East Pakistan had been inevitable and were no longer 
interested in interrogating the armed forces for their brutal actions 
in the war. They believed that the publicising of the report by the 
Indian media was an attempt to divert world attention from its 
inhumane and unjustified actions in Kashmir and from the 
international pressure that was demanding a solution to the 
Kashmir issue, an ongoing tussle between the two countries. 
Immense human rights violations were being reported by 
international organisations such as Amnesty International and 
Asia Watch with reference to the role of Indian security forces in 
Kashmir. Few in Pakistan took into account the report’s 
allegations against the Pakistan Army and its activities in the war. 
The 1971 war and the violence committed against the people of 
East Pakistan had become a forgotten memory, even among 
scholars and students.** 

In the Pakistani military academy, too, 1971 was largely 
forgotten and when remembered appeared to be a lesson for 
teaching about strategy, battle plans, and operations. One issue 
that continues to linger and haunt the Army is the revolt of the 
Bengali officers in the East Bengal Regiment (EBR) in March 
1971.>? The Pakistani officers continue to talk about the civil war, 
of ‘brothers killing brothers’, and seem unable to understand 
why and how that could have happened.*4 The confusing memory 
of 1971 as a story of ‘betrayal’ within a ‘family saga’ depoliticises 
the issue and makes it easy for the military administration to only 
recall it as an event for tactical study rather than address the 
violent event for its destruction of the people and the country, 
both East and West Pakistan. 


Creating the History of 1971 73 


The dilemma of public memory of the war in Pakistan is fully 
evident in literary circles. In contrast to the reflections in literature 
on the 1947 Partition, the war of 1971 has not been probed in any 
yreat depth in Pakistan. As Muhammad Memon (1983) writes, 
‘Pakistani men of letters, otherwise known for their strident 
espousal of social and political issues at home and abroad, have 
heen less than forthcoming on the meaning and consequence of 
their own national disintegration’. 

Similarly, in India the 1971 war has not been probed and 
India’s role in the violence remains curiously unscrutinised. 
Notwithstanding the lack of research and deep excavation of the 
event, two dominant genres have gained currency in Pakistan 
and India. Both address the external issues of the war—politics 
and military strategies. The military and political history of 1971 
focusing on diplomacy and war manoeuvres, operations, 
strategies and tactics, and conventional issues of local politics is 
written by political scientists and journalists in Pakistan and India 
(for example, Choudhury. 1974; Siddiq 1977; Dasgupta 1978; Dixit 
1999; Bose 2005). The second emerging genre glorifying soldiers’ 
personal memories of valour and bravado has created a semi- 
fictionalised narrative of the war and the men involved in it (for 
example, Jacob 1997; Niazi 1998; Lehl 1979; Matinuddin 1993; 
Qureshi 2003). 

In the Indian retelling the violence committed by Indian 
AMY men is overlooked and pate They present the war 
iolall obliterating people’s ecperiencee within East Pakistan. To 
this day, the Indian state has continued to deny its active role in 
creating the war of 1971, its forced engagement with political 
issues inside East Pakistan, its blatant use of the: humanitarian 
crisis to justify its armed intervention against the Pakistan Army, 
and the looting and plunder of moveable properties including 
heavy machinery, cars, iron and steel, factory equipment, and so 
on. There is no mention of the small acts of violence committed 
by Indian soldiers of stealing from people who were poorer than 
them and depriving them of their household goods like radios, 
watches, and televisions after the end of the war. Indians treated 
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Bangladesh as its new colony to loot and has failed to recognise its 
imperialist attitude.°> The lust and greed of Indian soldiers is 
completely obliterated and even the recorded stories of complaints 
of local town councils against the lewd behaviour of Indian soldiers 
are erased.°° Thus the national memorialising in India and what 
is written presents a superficial recounting of the war representing 
it as a charitable act that freed the East Pakistanis from their 
tyrannical West Pakistani masters. The refusal of both Pakistan 
and India to bear witness to the violenc against women is a wilful 
forgetting that indelibly marks their national histories as spurious. 

National histories in the subcontinent fail to question the 
silence on the women’s issue. Silence, one can productively argue, 
is a vehicle of witnessing what lies at the heart of trauma and is a 
form of testimony (Felman 1995; Caruth 1996; Agamben 1999). 
The problem, I contend, resides in the location of historical 
production that serves as a tool for national celebration and has 
created a realm of forgetting to lose the memory of what 
happened. Silence is used to negate gender violence in the war. 
Where does the past reside, though? If history produced through 
the state’s engineering of the past serves to confuse and fix the 
story, what other resources are available to us to move beyond 
the statist account of history and wake up from its ‘nightmare’ 
(Joyce 1922). It is important therefore to explore the memory- 
banks of people and communities in South Asia and pursue the 
de-politicising of their experiences and concepts of history that 
are shaped by forgetting traumatic experiences. 

In Bangladesh, India and Pakistan the current production 
of history or lack of memory reveals traces of the play of power 
that deserves our attention. The making of history, however, is a 
public act and begins with bodies and artifacts—including people, 
texts, documents, fossils, architecture and buildings. In 1971 a 
history was made. Today, the powerful players who follow the 
colonial model of history-writing and tell the external story to 
demarcate the ‘good’ from the ‘bad’ guys, while using the 
narrative to establish their control of power want to make some 
of the parts they do not like disappear, but it is not that easy to 
delete what happened. The unpleasant reminders of the past keep 
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interrupting and making appearances at the interstices of silences 
in the public and private domain. The disjointed, often silent, 
\estimonies act as a liberating voice, opening the wounds of history 
for re-evaluation, but, of course, it is not a free voice. It is inscribed 
hy culture and economy and is situated within the limited, 
hierarchical world of Bangladeshi and Bihari women’s lives. It is 
iso a partial voice. Nevertheless this voice creates a picture that 
provides enormous hope for leverage against the epistemic 
violence of history that mystifies and silences women’s experiences. 


Becoming aware 


| have often been asked how I started the project and why the 
events of 1971 should matter to me. It is considered to be a national 
event that belongs to the people of Bangladesh and Pakistan, and 
since [ am not from either country my interest is moot. The 
intimate connection that is assumed between history and a nation 
ind its citizens in South Asia is very problematic because it suggests 
ownership and makes the past an object for claiming based on 
shared nationality. The general assumption is that the national 
lhoundaries constitute the terminus of history and those outside 
this sphere cannot tell the story because it is not their experience 
and doesn’t belong to them. To overcome the division of history 
in South Asia and move beyond the demarcated national stories, 
| decided to probe the memories of 1971 and move it from a state 
of ‘forgetting’ to an active memory of women’s experiences of 
violence. I chose not the prism of nationalistic history but the 
universality of violence against women during war. I do not believe 
the lack of enunciation of women’s experiences in national history 
should limit our ability to understand what women suffered 
hecause it is not language but ethics that should direct us to grasp 
the experiences of others and create access to the moment of 
suffering by developing and encouraging speech within the silence 
to seek redress for survivors now. 

The 1971 war, however, was not part of our generation’s 
historical memory when I was growing up in Assam, in North- 
cast India. Like everyone else in Assam, I absorbed the social and 
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collective fear of ‘Bangladeshis’ that was integrated into the politics 
‘of Assamese identity through public discourse of the All Assam 
Students Union (AASU). We became afraid that the Bangladeshi 
settlers would take over our land and turn us into a minority 
group in our homeland. To drive out the Bangladeshis living in 
our midst, AASU led the Assamese people into a long-drawn-out 
struggle against the central government in Delhi and demanded a 
revision of the immigration laws and electoral process in Assam. 
For several years, the ‘Bangladeshi problem’ continued to 
dominate politics in Assam, although, by and large, people 
remained unenlightened about its genesis and root cause. 

The ‘Assam movement’ that was discussed in newspapers, 
books and magazines never made a connection between the 
Assamese struggle for identity and the war of 1971 that led to the 
exodus of people from Bangladesh. There was no mention of the 
catastrophic human tragedy that the war had entailed. A kind of 
amnesia about India’s role in the war had set in, and very few 
people remembered that the migration of refugees from East 
Pakistan to the eastern Indian states of Assam, West Bengal, and 
Tripura was facilitated by the Indian government during the prime 
ministership of Indira Gandhi.*’ The surge of refugees to the 
eastern provinces had allowed Gandhi to justify to the world the 
need for overt military intervention in East Pakistan in November 
1971. This history was forgotten during the Assamese identity 
movement; rather the drumbeat was that through an 
orchestrated policy (of external agencies and internal Muslim 
agents) Assam was on the verge of becoming a ‘mini-Bangladesh.’** 
Like most Assamese, I believed this rhetoric and was determined 
this would never happen. The lack of empathy for ‘others’, i.e., 
Bangladeshis, was accepted as a requirement for being a good 
Assamese.°? No one felt guilty. 

In 1985, when Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi signed a peace 
accord with the leaders of AASU (turned politicians under the 
banner of Asom Gana Parishad or AGP), we heaved a sigh of 
relief. In Assam, normal life slowly reconvened and there was 
hope that the Bangladeshi problem would be solved. We believed 
we would, once again, be happy in our predictable Assamese 
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familiarity with each other and have the freedom to elect Assamese 
representatives to head the legislative and administrative bodies 
without the ‘Bangladeshi settlers’ influencing the electoral process. 
Of course, the politics that followed did not deliver the promise 
of Assamese autonomy. 

Several years later, after I started researching Assam’s history 
and identity, I became increasingly aware that I could not continue 
to be indifferent to the-story of our neighbours and settlers. Assam 
borders Bangladesh in the south and Bhutan in the north. There 
are many so-called Bangladeshis living in our midst. It was clear 
that the Assamese identity question was intrinsically connected 
with the issue of identifying ‘ethnic’ from ‘non-ethnic’ and ‘real’ 
{rom ‘spurious’ Assamese and violence was justified in the name 
of finding the authentic Assamese (much to my dismay). My 
interest in undertaking research on 1971 and Bangladesh, 
however, did not emerge from these political and intellectual 
concerns alone. Three separate and personal episodes instigated 
my study. These stories highlight the essential themes and driving 
lorce of this book. Each episode stands alone, independent of the 
other, but they are also connected because they are stories from 
and about Bangladesh. 


Saji, Abdul's mother: inheritance of memory 


Abdul’s mother, as she is referred to by her family, worked for me 
while I was living in Assam in 1996. Since her personal name was 
Saji, 1 called her so. She was an unusually quiet person, and 
generally kept a very low profile. Toward the end of my stay, Saji 
told me how her family came to Assam. Her story centred on a 
memory that she had inherited from her mother. Saji was born in 
Assam, but her grandmother’s village was across the border in 
Bangladesh. ‘When gondagul (unrest) broke out in grandmother’s 
village a long time ago during the war [1971], most of the women 
fled for their safety and migrated across the border,’ she confided. 
Over time, it appears they did not return to their native villages 
but settled down and reformulated their lives in their newly 
adopted homeland, in Assam. In probing why she wanted to tell 
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me about her family settling in Assam, which could be an invitation 
to trouble for being Bangladeshi, Saji explained that she needed 
to share a memory that she could not forget. How could she have 
a memory of an event that she did not experience? It appeared as 
if she identified with her grandmother’s loss of a homeland and 
perpetuated it in her own consciousness. It perplexed me, but on 
reflection I understood that survivors cannot forget the tragedy 
of losing their home (in Bangladesh), even though it happened a 
long time.ago, because only by dwelling on their people’s history 
of loss can they make sense of the persecution they were now 
suffering in Assam, which threatened them with displacement again. 


My father: a personal story 


Like Saji, 1, too, have a personal memory of Bangladesh that I had 
inherited from my father. Like many in his generation in Assam 
my father travelled outside the state (toward the end of the British 
colonial rule in the late 1940s) for higher education, and he chose 
to go to Dhaka University for his undergraduate and postgraduate 
studies. He was a resident of Samilullah Muslim Hall, a place of 
intense educational and literary activities at that time. On 

_completing his education in 1952, he returned to Assam never 
again to travel to Dhaka, but he treasured fond memories of it, 
the flavours of friendship with his peers, the inspiration of his 
professors, and the taste of Dhakaya biryani.® In 1997, my father 
suddenly .passed away, and | visited Dhaka as a tribute to his 
memory in the summer of 1999. 

I arrived in Dhaka with no preparation, except my father’s 
‘memories. After a couple of days, I decided to visit the university 
and see first-hand the famed Samilullah Muslim Hall. I engaged a 

rickshaw to take me to ‘Dhaka vishwa-vidyalay.’ My use of a chaste 
Bangla word in lieu of the generally used English word ‘university’ 
confused the rickshaw driver, ] later realised, and I found myself 
in a chaotic bazaar that was frightening. The sounds and sights in 
the bazaar were unlike anything I had experienced in Dhaka during 
my brief stay. Shopkeepers were yelling and beckoning me, 
simultaneously speaking in Bangla and Urdu: ‘Appa, eikhane asho, 
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ulhuar aiye (sister, come here).’ I was stupefied. The rickshaw driver 
realised his mistake and took me back to the guest house. As we 
were leaving, I saw what looked like a flag of Pakistan fluttering in 
the wind. “Where am I?’ I wondered. 

In the guest house, the manager casually told me that the 
place was a Bihari colony called Camp Geneva and J learned of its 
sud history that is totally hidden from us. Camp Geneva is the 
place where the so-called Biharis, a rather inexact label for the 
enemies of the Bengalis who also happen to be Urdu speakers, live 
as ‘stranded and stateless’ subjects.°! These people live in a state of 
exception without any rights or representation, desperately 
waiting for a solution or repatriation to Pakistan, which, of course, 
is unlikely nearly four decades after the war.°* 

I had come to Dhaka to celebrate a memory of a place that 
my father loved dearly. When I left after one month, I had visited 
Samilullah Muslim Hall and Dhaka University, no doubt, but I 
had also became acquainted with the traumatic stories of the camp 
ilwellers. They had been living in a hopeless and helpless world in 
(amp Geneva where they were taken to by the aid workers of Red 
Cross International soon after the war ended in December 1971. 
Since then they have been living there because history has forgotten 
them after wreaking violence in their lives. I felt the burden of 
suppressed violent history that is continuous and has become 
part of the everyday in Bangladesh now. 


Fatima: wounded memory 


Outside Dhaka in Mirpur Camp, another ghetto where the Biharis 
live, I met Fatima, a young woman with four children. Her 
husband, an old man, is sick and bedridden, and this has forced 
Fatima and her two oldest children to work in a karkhana (for 
weaving saris) to support the family. In 1971, Fatima was six years 
old. Her family lived outside Dhaka, near Mirpur, where her 
father owned a small shop. ‘Toward the end of the shadinota 
andolan’ (liberation struggle), Fatima recalled, ‘my family was 
destroyed, the house was pillaged, and everyone was killed.’ Her 
voice rising to a screech and her hand gesticulating to her forehead, 
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Fatima showed me a deep gash running from her hairline to the 
middle of her head. She recalled ‘they hit me with an axe. I was 
hiding under the dead body of my father. 1 became unconscious. 
Three days later, the Red Cross volunteers found me and brought 
me to the camp. I have lived here since. This will be my grave,’ she 
said sadly and withdrew within herself, leaving a trail of a deeply 
wounded memory for us to access and begin to understand what 
Fatima, had suffered as a child and cannot forget as an adult. For 
such a poor family to be under attack and to mark a child an 
enemy seemed illogical to me. But at the time of war, the 
distinction between groups and the passion of hate drove people 
into committing irrational, desperate acts of violence that 
survivors now repotrt.: 

Nearly four decades later, it is embarrassing that we haven’t 
begun to seek information and do the work of history, even though 
it may be conflicting and confusing. What happened in 1971? We 
created a bloody path with violence and now we hide behind 
forgetfulness overlooking a traumatic episode in which we are all 
implicated by experience. Rather, in South Asia we chant slogans 
of identity in multifarious voices and resort to more violence to 
solve our problems. My location as an Assamese but, ‘more 

pd Miata aoe 
regional framework has. has compelled | me to probe the history of the 
war $6 that we can make sense of it in our time and make it our 
concern for a better understanding of people’s experiences and 
memories. 

The war of 1971 was a tragedy that the people of Bangladesh, 
whether they were young or old; Bengali or Bihari; Muslim, 
Hindu, Christian or Buddhist suffered. It is also a history of 
violence that the armies of Pakistan and India and the Bangladeshi 
militias and their uniformed and non-uniformed supporters 
committed. To understand the impact of the violence, we must 
listen to the people, the multitude, who experienced the moment 
and became victims and perpetrators in consequence. Some of 
them survived and carry with them stories of their experiences 
that are neither coherent nor easy to hear. But we have to try and 
listen because survivors have saved this memory from total 


Creating the History of 1971 81 


oblivion. The task of ‘good’ regional history in South Asia is to 
seck to understand what these witnesses tell or do not tell in order 
to comprehend the process of postcolonial nation building and 
the production of history and memory, both remembering and 
forgetting, for revealing the complex combinations within the 
event.© If we listen to them, a new language for dialogue among 
the people of Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India seems possible for 
working through their grievances and resolving political battles, 
as well as facilitating comparison of real people’s lives in the 
subcontinent.™ 

In bringing women’s stories of the war into perspective, my 
role is that of a ‘middle voice’ (White 1987) creating immediacy 
and intimacy with a distant event and urging my readers to become 
active agents in making the obscured history of 1971 an engaging 
subject for understanding and envisioning new relationships in 
the subcontinent. 


Research chronicle 


My first visit to Dhaka in 1999 had made me aware that the war of 
1971 was an unfinished business, and it was poignantly visible in 
the Bihari refugee camps that remained even three decades after 
the war. The haunting silence about women’s experiences during 
(he war also revealed their unpleasant and continued victimhood 
in Bangladesh. But there was no written text to probe the details 
and discover why the war had failed to deliver its promise of 
liberation to so many people. In its place was a national myth that 
said that Bangladesh was a nation born due to the hard work and 
sacrifices of freedom-loving, proud, and honourable Bengalis, who 
were represented as ‘a people’. Those who opposed the liberation 
of Bangladesh were differentiated as rajakars, who did not belong 
10 the body-politic of the Bengali nation. The assumption that 


iecast in the national memory as 4 product of the organic unity of 
people who belonged to the same ethnicity, religion, territory, 
and had led a popular uprising with nationalist aspirations. 
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Nearly three decades later, the telling and retelling of the 
populist myth has moulded. history to fit the presentist nationalist 
memory controlled by a small ruling elite based in Dhaka. This 
group assumes the role of spokesmen because they view themselves 
as the main architects of Bangladesh’s freedom movement. Not 
surprisingly, their experiences and political aspirations are 
repeatedly mentioned in the official narrative to remind the public 
of the particular role this group played in enabling the freedom 
of Bangladesh and, in contrast, the threat posed by the pro- 
Pakistani elements within the Bangladesh state, the rajakars, is 
sensationalised through public shaming. 

The rajakar ‘other’ is not an easily identifiable category but 
is generally deemed to be the pro-Pakistan Bengalis and ordinary 
Urdu-speaking people commonly referred to as Bihari. Since after 
the war, the Bengali people as a whole were deemed liberated, the 
rajakars among them mingled with the populace at large and shed 
their previous political affinities, at least, publicly. The Biharis, 
on the other hand, whether they were involved in the war or 
indifferent to politics were identified as the ‘other’ (read: potential 
rajakars) and were targeted for everyday Bengali violence to 
overcome the trauma of the war. My visits to the Bihari refugee 
camps and subsequent interest in the ‘condition of these people 
were viewed with suspicion by the Bengali elite of Dhaka. The 
bitter calculative approach to other ethnic groups limits the 
capacity of the Bengali powerful to communicate the stories of 
violence as it had happened in the war—to men and women, 
Bengalis, and different groups of ‘others’, including the Biharis. 
These spokespeople of 1971 cannot tell of the experiences of women 
who belong to ‘other’ groups alongside the Bengali women. The 
collective memory of Bangladesh’s urban elite is skewed and 
because the constructed history i is incomplete and lacking, | the 


happened is s widening. History, state and elite interests continue 
to SCE each other for a limited purpose to control political 
power.°° 

These impediments make it even more compelling to 
investigate what happened, particularly to vulnerable groups of 
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women during the war, and find out what is hidden and 
submerged behind the celebratory national story. With this 
objective in mind, I spent a year in Bangladesh in 2001. As a 
research fellow of the American Institute of Bangladesh Studies 
(AIBS), I was given several privileges that would not have been 
available to me without institutional affiliation. In particular, 
Mizanur Rahman Shelly, the AIBS field director in Dhaka, had 
personal friendships with a number of mukti jouddhas and veterans 
based in Dhaka, which enabled me to meet them and piece 
together the events of the war and their impact on Bengali society 
and community, an important part of the research process. I am 
prateful for all the valuable information that these men shared 
with me, since most of these conversations were free-flowing, casual 
iliscussions, but being a historian, I had to put them into context, 
and find their backing in the archive. Although, the written 
archive is not always a reliable source for exploring the intimate 
stories of people, I searched for records to put the first source, the 
oral tradition on 1971, into perspective. 

Historians know that archival research is a process and an 
exercise in endurance. In South Asia, the archive is a formidable 
space that only those who are powerful or can display power may 
have access to. Knowledge and particularly its production is tightly 
guarded and controlled. Also, in South Asia the archive is deemed 
a storehouse of national memory and an inheritance of the national 
citizens. My institutional affiliation with AIBS and identification 
as a historian were not sufficient to gain access to the documents 
of 1971. Rather, my identity as a non-Bangladeshi constituted a 
problem and although the officers and staff in the libraries and 
archives were welcoming, I did not get access to the prized 
documents 0: of 1971, that is, if any exist. What little I saw was not 
sufficient to write a ‘thick description’ of violence in the war in the 
Geertzian sense (1973) for locating the individual within the 
collective society to make connections between an individual's 
distinctive peculiarities and routine patterns of society that drove 
violence. 

The National Archive in Dhaka is an arid place to search for 
a people’s history of 1971. My repeated visits bore some results, 
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but the recorded historical evidence mainly focused on political 
parties and student organisations and their activities. 
Additionally, some material was available in the National Museum 
Library but, by and large, they are standard documents about 
political organisations focusing on the Awami League party and 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who was presented as the ‘father of the 
nation’. The patrimony of Bengali history and community are 
the focus of the state documents. 

War stories. are generally only available in newspapers 
produced after the liberation of Bangladesh, since during the war 
the Pakistan state controlled the news channels within East 
Pakistan and restricted the flow of information without strict 
censorship. The headline news for the first year after liberation, 
throughout 1972, was about male fighters and the battles they 
fought and won, and accompanying these heroic stories were 
images of wounded soldiers and guerilla fighters. Very few women 
were mentioned as participants in the war and they mostly 
appeared within generic war stories. There are several visual 
representations of women, the focus being on their physical 
exercise training, but the stock images were of destitute and 
homeless women on the long march to some unknown destination 
as refugees. 

In the Director’s office of Bangladesh Radio in Dhaka, my 
continuous visits produced a few recorded oral stories of women’s 
experiences.©’ These narratives recollected the desperate losses 
that women suffered due to the death of a child or a spouse. A vast 
collection of uncatalogued letters in the Radio Archives was 
available for random search. The Director read to me parts of 
some letters lying on his desk. They recounted individual losses 
that women suffered, although some were more reflective and 
addressed issues of nationalism, freedom and the outcome of the 
war and violence within a larger context. Women, although they 
asserted agency and wrote to inform the unknown and unseen 
listener, in their self-representation reinforced the male norm of 
women as subjects: mothers, wives and sisters and the losses 
suffered within their status as subjects were their the main concern. 
Women did not claim to be individual actors nor did they tell 
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(their experiences in a comprehensive manner. The method of 
collection in the various archives, the impossibility of access to 
the material, and their dispersed locations, comically or tragically 
conveyed the message that women’s experiences could not be 
integrated within the national story. There was no effort in the 
halls of history-making institutions to move beyond an established 
position of casual indifference to the women’s question. The 
scattered archive contributed in creating forgetfulness—of the 
experiences of women, as well as of common people and minorities. 

The archives failure was not replicated in the public sphere 
where a ‘new’ public memory about 1971 had been actively 
growing and circulating since 1996. In the media and public 
campaign in 2001, being an election year, politicians invoked with 
shrill voices the violence of 1971 and demanded redress. In this 
political public discourse, every man from Pakistan was reduced 
(o one generic label: perpetrator. Bengali men, on the other hand, 
emerged as war heroes and rajakars were deemed ‘traitors’. Within 
this bounded discourse, the supporters of both the Awami League 
and the. Bangladesh National Party (BNP) were in conflict over 
many issues but the most banal argument was whether their 
respective leader—Sheikh Mujibur Rahman or Ziaur Rahman— 
was the first among the heroes of 1971. Each group upheld their 
leader as the undisputed and true hero of the war. This national 
political memorialising was creating a text of 1971 without a 
serious investigation of the historical events and outcomes. In 
this seemingly fluid stage of historical text production, women 
were tellingly absent and whenever inserted appeared as victims. 
The memory of sexual violence done to Bengali women was used 
by politicians to mobilise anger against Pakistani enemies and 
rajakars several decades later. . 

' The obvious memory of women as victims had a hidden and 
pernicious subtext. The rhetoric of sexual violence against Bengali 
women now stood for the rape of Bangladesh. Preposterous as it 
may sound, these narratives enabled a mystic unity between 
woman, land and nation.® A powerful continuity between the 
land and nation was made and emphasis was shifted to the 
violation of Bangladesh by Pakistan. A unique human being with 
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a unique experience of suffering disappeared and was turned into 
a symbol, a story for justifying the claim for vendetta against the 
Pakistanis and their rajakar supporters, who are still at large in 
Bangladesh and were identified as belonging to the political party 
called Jama’at-e-Islami and deemed Muslim fundamentalists. 
The representational image in the politicised public sphere 
in the election year of 2001. generated two powerful narratives: 
one was that ‘our’ (Bengali) women were victimised, and the other 
was that of a secular Bengali-ethnicity.© The two narratives were 
entangled and merged, and the claim of the violated Bengali 


hand, was reduced to a non- entity. There was no available voice 
of this woman, and in conspiratorial tones of secrecy and gossip 
people discussed the victim as a doshto or ‘fallen’ woman. It was 
ironic that the symbol of the raped and victimised was a powerful 
tool calling for revenge in the public sphere, but the real victims, 
the women, were subjected to more violence in speech and action 
against ‘them. ‘The national male heroes were using rape as a 
weapon, once again, so it seemed, to make gains for themselves. 
This understanding was not lost on women in Bangladesh. 
A well-known activist and business woman, who had suffered first- 
hand the indignity of violence in the war, told me, “Why should I 
tell anyone my story of victimisation? Will it make my husband 
love me any more, or will my son respect me because of what I had 
endured? Instead, they will ridicule me. You are asking a western 
question. Pack your bags and go back to America. Here women 
will not speak to you about these private matters.’ I was disturbed 
by her admonition and emotive outburst, but the point she made 
was clear. It is not her shame that forbids her to talk about what 
she suffered; it is the fear of reprisal from men who dominate her 
life—her husband and her son—that silences her. Added to this 
in Muslim Bangladesh is that the power of orthodox Islam (that 
has asserted control in many dimensions of public life) has made 
women’s gendered speech of violence into a matter of shame 
forcing them into silence to hide their ‘embarrassment’. Her 
invocation of the cultural differences between us drove home the 
point of the different worlds that she and I inhabit. In my world 
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discussion of rape has become a classroom topic, whereas in hers’ 
there is no space to name the violence and claim the experience. It 
became an essential issue for me to bear in mind during the 
research. An understanding of power, the sites where it is created 
and kept alive, with an evaluation of how power works as a 
genderising tool to evaluate the silencing of the sources of 
knowledge and the production of a conventional history in the 
service of a patriarchal Bengali nationalism became critical 
concerns. I-also became ne keenly aware that the western academic 
objectification of the study of rape is in sharp contrast to the 
cultural and religious normative world of Bangladeshi women in 
which rape is objectified too, but it is the women who are under 
scrutiny there. To deny and delete that objectification women 
have to resort to silence and forget the violence. 

In post-liberated Bangladesh, silence enters at the source of 
making history. Silence is not simply cultural and political, it is 
epistemic. Documents of survivors, case histories of birangonas, 
pictures, police reports, medical r records, family documents, 
letters, and similar materials ha’ have been destroyed, erased, lost 
and removed from the archival storehouses. In Dhaka, the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs told me that the records were lost in 


the process of three moves to different buildings. In the Women’s 
Rehabilitation Centre in Dhaka, the board members told me that 
due t to reasons of maintaining confidentiality, access to women’s 
case e histories was not permitted. In Dinajpur, a border town in 
northern Bangladesh, that was ill-reputed for intense ethnic and 
communal violence during the war, the staff in the Women’s Affairs 
Office declined to dig out the files because they ‘were too dusty 
and messy’. ssy’. In the regional offices, I was often told that they had 
sent the documents to Dhaka. In turn, in Dhaka they told me I 
was misinformed. When I tried to meet the chairperson of the 
Women’s Rehabilitation Commission, Rahman Sobhan, who 
spearheaded the commission in 1972, Tcould not get a date for an 
interview. Important sources. closely associated to him and the 
rehabilitation process confided that the documents and case 
histories of women were destroyed and discussion with Sobhan 
would not yield results. The ludicrous rhetoric of protecting 
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women’s honour by making them invisible and refusing to give 
access to government reports and documents exposed a deep social 
and cultural misogyny, evidence that the state controlled by men 
could not interact with the survivors of rape as human beings but 
had to hide, disperse and dismember their memory and speech to 
regain manly honour for Bangladesh. Mishandling, wilful neglect, 


loss and theft of files are ways to discourage research on the subject. 

In rare cases, when documents are available they are 
suppressed, neglected, and glossed over. In a regional office in the 
town of Sylhet, in north-east Bangladesh, I found a moth-eaten 
list after going through a number of unmarked files hastily dumped 
in the ‘to be cleared’ section of the office. Initially, I was not 
permitted access to this section. After repeated requests, the 
director reluctantly let me speak to the clerk warning me that my 
effort to search for traces of institutional memory on the women’s 
question would not produce positive results. The clerk showed 
me the files repeating the same warning that I wouldn’t find 
anything there. The important records were destroyed, he 
reminded me. One file in the pile surprisingly produced an 
enormous wealth of material. It contained the names of over 500 
Hindu and Muslim women, ranging between the ages of 12 to 47 
who were victims of sexual violence in the war. Some were married 
women, others were single, and some were widows. They were 
from Kamalganj thana, Maulvi Bazar and Sylhet districts. In the 
list were also Manipuri women. Interestingly in the survey that 
these women returned, not one of them used the word dharshan 
(rape) but used terms like osohay (helpless), bhoi (fear), nirjatika 
(brutalised), to explain their reasons for seeking help from the 
government. On asking why the office had not taken good care of 
such an important historical document, the director apologised 
that ‘probably no one thought it would be useful’. I also found 
two confidential letters written to the office of the district family 
planning board in Sylhet requesting medical assistance for women 
who were ‘dishonoured’ and had abortions despite late term 
pregnancy. They had run into serious complications as a result of 
it and needed immediate medical attention in Dhaka, but we do 
not know if that was provided. 
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Even more telling was another document I found by chance 
in Dhaka. It was a First Investigation Report (FIR) on rape filed 
by 12 survivors from Mymensingh, in central Bangladesh. Today 
this priceless document is hidden from public view in the 
storeroom of a museum in Dhaka. I cannot comment why it is 
hidden, but the archivist confided that ‘such documents will never 
be made public’. Why? Taken as a whole, silence and forgetting 
what women endured in the war is a policy, and the relational 
nature between masculinity and Bengali identity obscures and 
makes women’s silence an instrument for specific use by powerful 
actors for limited political purposes, while reducing survivors to 
dehumanised objects without agency. 

Bangladeshi men continue to blame the Pakistanis for the 
brutality against women in the war. They assume the moral high 
ground of being the liberators and defenders of freedom. In a 
casual conversation with a prominent freedom fighter and 
decorated soldier I asked if he had done anything to save one 
woman from sexual violence during the war. He replied, ‘I did 
not join the Mukti Bahini to save women. I joined the liberation 
war to save my country.’ When I reminded him that women, too, 
were part of his country, he rebuked me that ‘this is not a subject 
of history.’ Further he added, ‘This talk about women and rape is 
okay to an extent. But the kind of history that should be written 
about the war is the glorious victory of the Bangladeshis against 
the Pakistanis. Rape happened in the war. But that is not 
something to tell the future generation’.”? The conviction that 
the history of Bangladesh should serve the purpose of creating a 
myth of glory and pride is not unique or shocking. It is now well 
established that the archival story of history almost everywhere is 
of tales constructed by powerful actors to service their version of 
the ‘truth’. The Ban ladeshi elite lite actors, too, want a history that 
tells about their power and greatness rather than reveals the 
dreadful secret of the Bengali- -self as vulnerable and fragile; there 
jouddha reminded | me. 

It is not just a matter of shame that restricts speech 
concerning gender violence in the war in Bangladesh, but at the 
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deepest level these stories stir up disturbing memories of the 
breakdown of family and community; the Bengali-self finds itself 
haunted by its own shadow. In the mirror or of memories today, 
Bengalis see a distorted image. Their speech is jarring, and silence 
hides the pain of torturous realisations. Gender violence has been 
neglected and pushed to the margins. To date in Bangladesh, only 
one woman, Firdousi Priyabhasani, has publicly acknowledged 
her corporeal experiences. Transcripts of her testimony are 
available in the library of the Ain-o-Salish Kendra, a centre for 
advocacy on behalf of women. 

After several weeks in Dhaka and daily visits to the archives, 
museums and libraries that yielded little information, ] was 
demoralised. As an outsider in Bangladesh, J could only interact 
with the history at an external level. No one was willing to let me 
enter into the inner world of memories because despite the talk of 
1971 as history and a collection of facts, I understood there were 
many charged emotions, images, sentiments and reminiscences. 
For Bangladeshis, 1971 constitutes memories about ‘ourselves’. 
These memories refer to their self-images and emotions within 
which they find themselves as both victims and perpetrators, I 
later realised. This complex knowledge stored in memories was 
not yet my privilege. I did not stop the search. Rather, I met several 
scholars and local activists involved in a variety of women’s 
organisations, and while many listened to me attentively, almost 
all of them told me it was a hopeless project because women would 
not reveal to me what they experienced in the war, particularly 
not the stories of sexual violence. Many even said, that ‘people 
have forgotten what happened after so many years’, or ‘women 
have created normal lives since then and they don’t want to return 
to those horrific days of the war’. They reasoned that talk about 
rape is socially inadmissible and hence survivors hide their 
experiences to continue living a ‘normal’ life.”! 

Almost all the women activists | met asserted that it was 
Bengali women who suffered and actively discouraged me from 
talking and meeting with Bihari women. The issue of who 
controlled power to remember or forget the violence and, further, 
interrogate ioe structures of power, I realised, was crucial if I 
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wanted to continue the research. I was convinced that survivors 
could tell me a history on their terms if I asked. Nevertheless, I 
was conscious that in searching for an alternative women’s story 
of the war, it was crucial not to trespass and transgress their 
personal boundaries for making public what they had guardedly 
hidden for many decades. I was also fully aware of the asymmetries 
that would mark our interactions: as a researcher I wanted to 
hear their stories because I believed this would contribute to the 
knowledge on 1971. Survivors, on the other hand, preferred to 
remember in silence and make this private act their very own 
memory-bank. Survivors’ silence is not equivalent to the silence 
of society. It is an issue of trust and functions like an embrace that 
speaks volumes when one encounters it. It brings one nearer rather 
than creating distance between the victim and researcher. 

What, in turn, did I have to offer to the women? Did they 
also want to seize the initiative and play an active role in the 
interpretative process of writing a new history? Did they want to 
become their own historians? Was I being naive in my approach? 
I knew that I could not assume to know the answers to these 
questions. I had to reach out to these women and engage them in 
order to grasp what the war had meant to them and how they 
wanted to represent their experiences. This had to be tested on 
the ground since there were no ready-made answers. 

Where was I to begin? I asked. I shared this concern with 
Akku Chowdhury, Director of the Mukti Juddho Jadughar. He 
encouraged me to pursue my research, but warned me against being 
too optimistic because it would be a delicate and difficult undertaking. 
He introduced me to Asaduz Zaman Noor, a cultural and political 
activist (and Minister of Health in the AL government), who, in 
turn, gave me a letter of introduction to a cultural group in 
Rangpur, an active and lively collective of street theatre actors, 
journalists, singers, social workers, doctors and businessmen who 
warmly welcomed me to undertake research in their area in 
northern Bangladesh. This was the most fortunate break for me. 
Mizanur Rahman Shelly arranged accommodation in the 
government circuit house which enabled my research assistant, 
Rafiuz (Rafi) Zaman, and myself to set out for Rangpur where we 
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started our oral history work in February 2001. For the next 
several months, on and off, we travelled throughout Bangladesh 
meeting and talking to a variety of women who allowed us into 
their inner world of memories and emotions and revealed multiple 
stories that undid the learned narrative of 1971 and produced 
another history that I present in their words in this book. 

But why tell the story of 1971, one of the most violent events 
in postcolonial South Asia and, perhaps, the least studied by 
historians, using personal narratives of individual women? How 
can individual experiences illuminate for us the larger historical 
canvas of the war and its effects? What is the logic of this narrative 
form. 197] is a site of many histories and retellings that cannot be 
enclosed by assertions of truth and fact-finding missions. With 
no established and authentic site to tell the polyversal story, 1 
have decided to pay attention to the memories of women I 
encountered in the course of my research in Bangladesh. It is not 
an exhaustive source, but I cannot dismiss their narratives as 
merely sentimental or individual and start with a premise of 
disbelief. Their experiences matter to the individual person who 
wants to be heard. Notwithstanding the limitations of personal 
accounts, without the individuals taking us to that moment of 
trauma with their stories we cannot comprehend the 
incomprehensible violence. It is their stories that make the ‘high- 
history’ of nationalism and nation-building accessible, and we 
can begin to understand the ordinary actors of history, who, in 
turn, provide us ‘imaginative access’ (Brison 2002) to a 
‘devastating moment’. Without their voices and memories that 
moment of loss would be rendered mute in the grand story of 
history. My effort is thus not to fix the historical memory of 1971, 
but to engage the different versions and their fluctuating memories 
as a resource to understand how the war is remembered in different 
sites and what these memories mean to survivors today.” 


Tracking 1971 with the memories of women 


Rafi and | started our work in Rangpur, in northern Bangladesh, 
a remote, agricultural region not far from the Indian border. 
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Our first interlocutor was Beauty, a war baby. Beauty requested 
me to use her real name because she wants ‘the world to know her 
story and, if possible, enable her to reconvene a human life as a 
person.’ She ‘does not want to hide behind anonymity’, she said, 
because she is ‘tired of [her] invisibility’. She wants 
‘acknowledgement as a survivor and [to] regain [her] dignity.’ 
!lcr mother’s name, Nur Begum, on the other hand, is a 
pseudonym. Although, soon after the war Nur Begum was 
identified as a birangona and her story made public, now she wants 
{o suppress the public memory of her victimisation and avoid 
more suffering because of it. A few years back, Nur Begum married 
a Bihari. She says that she does not want to bring dishonour to 
him, although he is well aware that she was sexually victimised 
during the war. 

On Beauty’s request and suggestion, I met her mother to 
discuss her experiences in 1971. Beauty’s mission is to find the 
truth concerning her conception and birth, and she adopted a 
method of interrogation to achieve her objective. Nur Begum, 
however, claimed that she had lost her mind after the war for 
which she was incarcerated in a mental asylum for several years 
and had forgotten what had really happened. I have reproduced 
their narratives in their own words in the next chapter. 

Suffice it to say that both Beauty and her mother have very 
difficult lives, not only socially and economically, but because of 
the basic issue of their identity; what they can reveal and have to 
hide destabilises and dislocates them. They have become ‘nomadic 
subjects’ without the choice to claim the disjunctures that make 
their lives (Braidotti 1994). The nomadic self of survivors like 
them is not a politically conscious self, but a person reduced to 
living like a shadow because both community and culture refuse 
them admission and accommodation in their ranks. 

Beauty’s tormented identity as a war baby has led her to 
find and identify many survivors of the sex camp in which her 
mother was held captive in 1971. She led me to some of these 
women, and with her help I entered the hidden world of survivors 
which enabled me to embark on the research project. I also 
received assistance from several journalists and members of the 
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Projonmo Committee (translated as the New Generation and 
constituted by children who had lost their parents in the war). 
Women told me multiple stories of losses—about sexual violence 
and loss of family members, spouse and children—that have 
devastated them. Many told me about their first-hand experiences 
of witnessing rape and their helplessness at not being able to do 
anything for the victim. They told horrific stories about finding 
dead bodies of women in the Town Hall, abandoned bunkers, 
graveyards outside government rest houses and other buildings 
after the surrender of the Pakistan Army. Medical doctors talked 
about the forced and secret abortions they performed on 
daughters and wives of family friends in order to save them from 
public dishonour. In short, my first exposure to the hidden history 
of 1971 was sharp and clear, visceral and poignant. The repeated 
message I received was that in a fleeting moment of violence, 
dramatic changes took place in women’s lives and many live with 
its consequences, even today. I had entered into the private world 
of women without previous knowledge and I had no notion what 
I could expect next. From Rangpur, Rafi and I went to Saidpur a 
few miles west and closer to the Indian border. 

Here, again, a variety of people assisted our work. They were 
professional men and women: journalists, teachers, local activists, 
social workers, doctors and representatives of non-government 
organisations, In Saidpur, we met both Bengali and Bihari women 
and listened to the unscripted stories of violence that took place 
in the war. Remembering what they endured usually produced 
unsteady emotional states and often ended with tears and sobs. 
The past would suddenly become a still moment, bloodied in 
violence, and that is all they could remember in the present. The 
disruption that the violence caused was unspeakable for most of 
them; there was no place to retreat and connect to a pristine past. 
Those who spoke under these conditions, I realised, had rare 
courage and were expressing immense trust. This realisation raised 

‘for mea question on the ethics of the research. I was asking women 
to reveal secrets of their inner life that normally occur in situations 
of great familiarity with people with whom they are intimate in 
the private realm. However, my invitation to reveal their 
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memories was in the context of the public sphere. Was I exploiting 
women’s memories? 

The question was given urgency by an elderly Bengali 
woman, Nayatulla Ara. She and her husband, a retired 
accountant, live with their children in the railway colony. 
Nayatulla recalled that ‘it was in the twilight hour on a day of 
rioting between the Bengalis and Biharis when I lost our seven- 
year old daughter, Ayesha.’”? She was snatched away in a split 
second as they were trying to flee with their Bihari neighbours to 
a safe place for refuge. Several days later, Nayatulla heard rumours 
and gossip that her daughter was seen outside the town, near the 
military base. In the hope of recovering her daughter, she asked 
her Bengali neighbours to accompany her to the police station to 
register a case for her ‘missing’ daughter but they declined and 
‘refused to bear witness’, she said. Her older daughter who was 
‘taken by the military but had returned after several days refused 
to discuss’ her younger sister’s whereabouts. Thirty-four years 
later, Nayatulla was still waiting to hear from the state about her 
missing daughter. She asked me, “You’ve come to listen to our 
story, of our suffering of violence in the war. I’ve told you what 
happened to my family: my eldest daughter was taken by the 
Pakistanis, but she returned; my two younger children were taken, 
too, but they never returned. [ lost a daughter and a son in the 
war. Will you bear witness for ordinary people like us who had 
suffered extraordinary violence that nobody knows about?’ 
Nayatulla thus called upon me to fulfil my responsibility as a 
historian to pole-vault from the abstract descriptions of the war 
available in history books and engage the process and 
consequences as experienced by the people. Can we read this call 
to bear witness by Nayatulla as a larger demand to tell women’s 
memories in the public sphere to implicate history in this 
experience and make it a continuous engagement? 

I raised this issue with each of my interlocutors as I continued 
to meet and discuss their experiences of the war with them. 
Virtually every woman who shared her story with me did so 
expecting that I would represent this to others and thus help her 
and other women to overcome the silence and forgetting that 
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have been imposed on them. They are disillusioned and bitter 
that even after three decades no one has attempted to redress 
their condition. Several of them expressed the need to find 
economic stability in the form of a job or skill training. Others 
wanted recognition and an end of their outcast status. They 
suggested that a plaque or memorial dedicated to women who 
‘sacrificed’ for the liberation of Bangladesh would help to create 
public acceptance of women’s multiple roles and contributions 
in the war. Many reminded me that only two women—Taramun 
Bibi and Dr Sitara Begum have been recognised for their sacrifices 
for the cause of nation-making. But there are many more such 
women who are waiting to be recognised. Will that happen 
someday? How can my work enable this process? Somewhat 
enthused that the act of recognising that my book would entail 
enabled me to continue the research. Hence, like the women who 
told me their experiences as a didactic text, I have also assumed 
that producing the story of the war of 1971 refracted from a single 
lens of women’s experiences will serve a purpose and educate us 
about the violence against women in wartime. 

Nonetheless, I remained concerned about the impact on 
these women of a public historical interpretation of their private 
lives and memories. In a village outside Saidpur, a schoolteacher 
indicated to me at our very first meeting that she wanted to ‘tell 
her story’. She invited me to her home, but when we sat down to 
talk, three other women from the village ‘stopped by to chat’ and 
stalled the conversation. Although discouraged, on her insistence 
I went back to her home the next day to listen to her story. But the 
crowd waiting for me was larger, comprising a mixed group of 
men and women. The men recounted to me exaggerated stories 
about their brave feats in 1971. The third day when I went back to 
her house, a huge crowd of men barred my entry asking why I was 
repeatedly coming back to speak to the schoolteacher. “What is 
your interest in her?’ they demanded. They threatened me making 
it clear that they did not want me to return. 

Weeks later, I received a letter from the teacher detailing a 
story of starvation, brutality and rape by a Bengali neighbour in 
1971. She said: ‘I was only 13 years old then, and this elderly 
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neighbour whom my family had requested to help me get safe 
passage out of the camp (where we were kept in the custody of the 
l'cace Committee) destroyed me.’ She forbade me from using her 
name in my research and ‘the details recounted in the letter’. Her 
story and her fears were far from unique. There were several 
instances during my research in Bangladesh when I seriously 
doubted the effects my work would have. 

The larger truth, however, is more encouraging. By and 
large, the project had a beneficial impact on the women themselves. 
Almost all those I interviewed told me that if more people would 
listen to them, the story of the war would emerge very differently. 
They also convinced me that the opportunity to talk about their 
experiences and reflect on their memories and make sense of them 
was invaluable. At another level, too, my research had an impact. 
My two field-research assistants, Rafi and Taslima, both Bengalis 
al the post-1971 generation, discovered an aspect of their history 
unknown to them. The encounters with the women had different 
impacts on them. For Rafi, initially, it was an exciting possibility 
to travel to different towns and villages of Bangladesh, which he 
had not seen. But, he expressed his unhappiness with my inclusion 
of different groups of women, including Bihari women, who he 
.onsidered were ‘enemies’. Hence after a trip to Chittagong, when 
le quit work without informing me, I assumed he was upset. But 
week before I left Bangladesh, Rafi requested a meeting and told 
me that soon after he had réturned home, his father suddenly 
passed away leaving his mother and unmarried sister at a total 
loss. He concluded, “When I see my mother and sister’s face, I 
understand the helplessness of the women we had met.’ Rafi’s 
simple but genuinely inclusive use of the word ‘women’ illuminated 
the impact the research had on him; he was able to see the 
vulnerable human condition and accept it as a shared reality for 
everyone, Bengali and Bihari alike. 

For Taslima, in turn, the meeting with the women motivated 
her to take the research a step further and organise dialogues 
letween Bihari and Bengali women to overcome the barriers of 
distrust and hate that had kept them apart. The recognition of 
similarities between Bengali and Bihari, self and other, by both 
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Rafi and Taslima gave me encouragement that new research on 
1971 can produce a different narrative toward establishing new 
communities based on understanding. This also taught me the 
most important lesson: violence can never be total and absolute; 
it cannot undo the shared human values that make us human. 

My research in Bangladesh which spanned an entire year 
developed and took shape as we moved from one location to 
another. After northern Bangladesh, I travelled to the eastern 
districts of Maulvi Bazar, Sri Mongal and Sylhet ending near the 
Meghalaya border of India. There I met Hindu, Christian and 
Muslim Bengali women, as well as those from the ethnic Jayantia 
community. I made several trips to south-east Bangladesh, 
particularly Chittagong and the adjoining towns and villages and 
there met Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist and Christian women who 
belonged to a variety of ethnic communities. I travelled 
throughout central Bangladesh including Khulna, Faridpur, 
Noakhali, Comilla, Jessore, Rajshahi, Mymensingh, Tangail, 
Narayanganj and Mirpur and met women both individually and 
collectively to listen to their experiences. 

A few obvious questions that may arise at this point are: 
what was the language of conversation with these women, what 
was the method of research, and how was contact with survivors 
initiated? 

Since the research involved a variety of women from different 
groups we had to deal with different linguistic communities. 
Bangla is the language of the people, but there are regional 
variations. The Bangla spoken in West Bengal in India, with which 
I am familiar, was generally our medium of communication and 
almost everyone in Bangladesh understood it. In turn, most 
women spoke in their regional Bangla dialect, and except for 
Chatgaya that is spoken in rural Chittagong, I was able to 
comprehend all the other dialects without much problem. With 
the Urdu-speaking Bihari women, I spoke Urdu which is a 
commonly spoken language in North India and in which I am 
fluent. Some of the Bihari women had a more pronounced 
regional intonation than others, but, by and large, the vocabulary 
was standard. 
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I sought permission to tape almost all the conversations, 
and they were recorded with the understanding that they would 
not be made publicly available beyond my scholarly work. In 
some instances, women asked me not to record, but they gave me 
permission to use the general details without directly referring to 
them. They did not want the ‘world to know their experiences’, 
but they ‘felt the urge to share their memories’, many said. 
Additionally, I took extensive notes during the conversations, 
which I was able to use for corroborating the transcribed materials 
later. The conversations were free-flowing and women talked 
about issues that they chose. I did not have a list to follow. I saw 
my role as a listener, and except for a few broad conceptual issues 
that I addressed to each woman that enabled me to stay on course 
with the chronology of personal experiences, generally the women 
took the lead in directing the conversations. Some told life stories 
and others talked very specifically of an experience or incident. 
Most of these conversations were in the privacy of a person’s home 
and were one-on-one discussions. The Bihari women did not have 
the luxury of indulging in private conversation in personal spaces. 
All of them were public discussions and simultaneous speech 
during these conversations was common. In many instances, they 
became interactive and the specific details of an individual’s 
account were left unfinished. 

While women’s direct experiences of violence in the war 
remained the focus of my research, I also wanted to hear from 
women about their work as soldiers, social workers, care givers, . 
service providers and other related tasks during the war in order 
to write a more comprehensive narrative to highlight their 
experiences in multiple ways without reducing all of them into a 
poignant story of victimisation. Collecting the stories of women 
who helped in the freedom struggle as medical doctors, nurses, 
social activists and mukti jouddhas was comparatively easier than 
the collection of “catastrophic rape stories’ (Clendinnen 1999). 

All communications, though, were deeply gendered, and 
for each woman the conversation was a personal female experience. 
They rarely talked about detailed facts and war activities, nor 
followed a structured format. Rather what developed in these 
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discussions and dialogues were issues—the chaotic and 
problematic time of the war that defies strict human 
understanding was a repeated theme in women’s conversation. 
These rich dialogues established the ontological priority that 
women experienced the war in many sites, encompassing the public 
and the private, and to write a history of their experiences 
required an intimate and personalised level of engagement, for 
which oral history is best suited. After a year, I had on record the 
memories of more than 200 women, of which more than 50 
recorded testimonies were from survivors of sexual violence. 
My meetings with women were facilitated through many 
channels. As mentioned earlier, my initial interview with a 
survivor of sexual violence was prompted by Beauty. She gave me 
an introduction to her mother’s cohort in the sex camp, and these 
women, in turn, introduced me to others outside Rangpur. They 
led me to more survivors, and I followed their leads throughout 
Bangladesh. Sometimes women’s revelation of rape was 
spontaneous. In the course of a general discussion on the war 
when conversation shifted to sexual violence, sometimes a woman 
would reveal her horrific memories of rape. These disclosures 
were underscored with a promise of maintaining secrecy but the 
need to vent became the driving force to share their experiences. 
Perhaps, women found it easy to talk to a stranger for they 
intuitively knew that their well-guarded secrets wouldn’t become 
known to their neighbours and family. It was in instances like 
these that the purpose of undertaking oral history became clear 
as it served as a site for women to make sense of their own 
experiences and reflect on them verbally without holding back. 
Contacts with women who served as social workers, medical 
professionals and freedom fighters during the war were facilitated 
by local interlocutors. There was a general pattern that developed 
after my first two trips outside Dhaka. On arriving in a new town 
I would find accommodation through the office of the district 
magistrate who, generally, also facilitated my research in the area. 
I visited the local college or high school to meet the history teacher 
to make it a participatory process for the local people. These 
meetings led to other meetings with local groups, dominated by 
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men, and when they were convinced of my research interest they 
deputed a local social worker to assist me in identifying the women 
I could speak to. Sometimes, help was not forthcoming. In that 
case, a visit to the local library or women’s social welfare office 
proved very useful. Invariably, a woman in the office would be 
willing to talk to me. Thus, my contacts grew and expanded, and 
T was able to invoke their help to undertake research in other 
areas. 

A question that is of concern to oral historians is how much 
one can depend on people’s narratives to construct a reliable 
picture of an event? Memory is, at least what is retrospectively 
remembered, a ‘frontier’ between the verbal word and the 
historical event. It is not always easy to ‘go there’, beyond the 
limits of what women in Bangladesh had been allowed to 
remember thus far. Yet the marginalised, suppressed memory 
was not forgotten altogether; rather it lurked in the background 
without being integrated into the plethora of war stories that 
were remembered within a family’s narrative. The problem of 
accuracy of personal memory notwithstanding, it does give us a 
sense of how a woman understands the war through the 
recollection of memory. If we keep this in mind, we cannot make 
factual claims of the past based on individual memory but accept 
that this memory is regarded as true by the individual, at least for 
the time being. Perhaps this narrative will change as new sets of 
memories become engraved on the present memories and a new 
narrative will evolve. Thus from the beginning I remained vigilant 
with survivors’ narratives, and tried to make sense of the larger 
issues that were embedded within these episodic recollections. 

Nearly four decades of silencing have pushed women’s 
memories to the extreme margins of personal memory and have 
made a coherent narrative of the violent history almost impossible. 
So when some of the women tried to recall their experiences of 
violence they could do so only in disjointed fragmentary sentences. 
On many occasions even this was not possible. A survivor who | 
will refer to as Rukiya Begum claimed that she could not remember 
anything, but that she is still in pain. On the nature and cause of 
her pain, she said, ‘My body is in pain, but I can’t tell you what 
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they did to me. I was unconscious throughout my captivity (which 
lasted 11 days). I was seven months pregnant when they took me 
to the camp.’ Her initial captors, it appears, were Bengali men 
and they handed her over to the Pakistani soldiers. These men 
brutalised her but the only way she now remembers the experience 
is by forgetting the details of their violence. The memories of 
survivors can be somewhat foggy and their language is not always 
sufficient, nevertheless, personal suffering can and should be a 
social experience.”4 Scholarly obsession with impersonal and 
rigorous demands for substantiating individual experience with 
corroborating evidence in constructing a narrative brings with it 
the danger of muzzling and not hearing the silence of survivors. 
Although aware of the shortcomings of personal memory and 
the multiple gaps filled with silence, but keen to engage the spoken 
and unspoken memories, I approached survivors to transform 
their horrific experiences into some sort of a language to speak 
the unspeakable to those willing to listen. 

It is important to note here, that the word ‘rape’ rarely 
surfaced in these conversations. Rather, both Bangla and Urdu 
speakers used euphemistic terms such as abduction, marriage, 
torture, visit, and the like to convey the forced sexual 
interaction.”> Few women talked about their status as birangona, 
but almost all of them talked about the pain of neglect they suffer 
in society today. Rape was a devastating event in their lives, but 
they endured it in the understanding that during war sacrifices 
were necessary for the national cause of freedom. The post-war 
attitude toward them as ‘deviant women’ has recast their 
understanding of their loss during the war. Frightened and 
marginalised, they take recourse in forgetting the event rather 
than engaging society in a rigorous scrutiny of its proscriptions 
and exposing the violent actions during and after the war. 
Imposed forgetfulness is not an erasure but the haunting memories 
torment women and make the experiences unspeakable. 

During our conversations, almost all of them described the 
moment of rape as ‘a state of unconsciousness’. There is no 
language for women to reveal what they suffered at that moment; 
unconsciousness is the only available vocabulary to resort to when 
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speaking of the unspeakable. Partly this is cultural; fear of backlash 
from the religiously conservative and patriarchal Bangladeshi 
society is a real threat for women. They cannot claim knowledge 
of the rape, but resort to the state of unconsciousness to declare 
they are ‘guilt-free’, otherwise they may be viewed as involved in 
adultery. It is important to recognise that the horrific impact of 
rape that is still fresh and unprocessed cannot be accessed with 
everyday language to fill-in for the experience; it is a site of trauma. 
Hence instead of asking women to ‘tell me what happened’, 
throughout the research process I remained deeply committed to 
listening to what they wanted to tell, and much was said without 
words. The subtle nods, the faraway look, the movement from 
one kind of memory to another, the sudden break in speech 
accompanied by long silence, shifts in tone and topic of the 
narrative, a sudden urge to cut short the discussion and prepare 
tea for me, all of these non-verbalised moments drew me into 
women’s inner experiences. This ‘inner voice’ of testimony was 
more powerful than the explicit narrative of the war. 

Over and over again, women remembered that the enemy 
was not the Pakistani soldiers alone. Pakistani men who utilised a 
variety of state institutions and were endowed with power by the 
state brutalised women with impunity. If this was the only group 
of perpetrators, women astutely remarked, there would be social 
acceptance of their memories in present-day Bangladesh. In fearful 
and hushed tones they revealed that Bengali and Bihari politicians, 
strangers, even neighbours, friends and family members preyed 
on them during the war and inflicted pain on them that they 
cannot forget. These men were the ones who led the Pakistani 
soldiers to their doorsteps. Thus the moment of violence was also 
simultaneously a moment marked by the loss of faith in 
community and a breakdown of trust. The enemy, as women 
revealed, was within, not outside the community. They were 
ordinary, armed men, not some monsters and demons that came 
from another sphere. This is why many women are forced to forget 
their memories, but, of course, they do not. Also, they confided, 
rape was not limited to one group. Rather, women as a whole 
were targeted and represented rich and poor; young and old; 
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Bengali, Bihari, Jayantia, Muslim, Hindu, Christian, and 
Buddhist. 

The complex ways in which survivors understand violence 
makes the investigation of 1971 from their viewpoint an 
important and necessary task. But caution is essential here. 
Revisiting the violence and telling it as a shared experience of the 
variety of Bangladeshi women should not lead to flattening the 
multifaceted experiences and substituting them with a narrow 
narrative dominated by speech and retrieval. Survivors behove 
us to understand this limitation, while making us aware that 
official history can never tell the story of 1971 in its entirety, even 
if it tried. They demonstrate that there is a need and possibility 
for developing another site to unlearn the habits of believing what 
is told externally and start a rigorous scrutiny that may lead to 
dismantling the internal oppressions of institutions and, in turn, 
make people responsible. Without a discourse of survivors’ shared 
humanity in Bangladesh there is little hope of overcoming the 
enmity and divisions forced on them by an oppressive history 
and ethnic nationalism. Women’s ability to return to the site of 
trauma enables a picture to emerge of what harmed humans 
during the war and we begin to learn what is necessary for human 
well-being in postcolonial South Asia. Survivors’ picture of 
humanity is not total or free from the culture which shapes it; it is 
historical and limited. Nevertheless this picture is an initial sketch 
to question the oppressive discourses that divide and mystify people 
with the aim to destroy the development of shared responsibility. 

Survivors’ experiences have led them to question the ethical 
dimension of nationalism and the cost of nation-building. They 
clearly understand now, that in 1971 in East Pakistan there was 
no distinct and decipherable zone of conflict; violence was used 
by the powerful as a tool to use their power at the cost of the 
vulnerable. Some of the survivors compared their sacrifices with 
those of men and criticised the failure of the government to 
recognise their courage in fighting the enemy. They believed it 
was state-sponsored gender discrimination after liberation that 
enabled men to overlook the contributions of women during the 
war, particularly the work done by poor women. Some of them 
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demanded women like themselves should be recognised as mukti 
jouddhas and not reduced to birangonas because it was in the 
context of the war that they were apprehended and abducted by 
their enemies. They were raped because they supported the 
freedom of Bangladesh. These women are bitter that despite the 
‘double violence’ they experienced—arrest and torture for fighting 
tor freedom and rape because of their gender—there are no 
commemorative symbols to remind the nation of women’s 
sacrifices and contributions on behalf of national freedom. The 
price women paid for nation-building was easily forgotten. 

In the course of the research, it became evident that women 
who were identified as birangonas by the state were the most 
exploited after the war. By and large, the majority of these women 
live in penury struggling hard to support themselves and their 
children. Many of them also told stories of abandonment by their 
husbands or natal families who perceived them as an object of 
disgrace after the war. Those even less fortunate were sold into 
the sex trade by their guardians to support their poor economic 
condition. Mumtaz and Anwara are two women in Dhaka whose 
families had forced them to become sex workers. It appears that 
Mumtaz’s father sold her mother and sister to the Pakistani 
soldiers during the war to support his drinking habit. After 1971 
Mumtaz followed her mother’s profession to support herself. 
Anwara’s mother abandoned her during the war and her 
grandmother took care of her until she was forced to sell her 
because she did not have the resources to support her. Both 
Mumtaz and Anwara are now active in an organisation called 
Ulka Nari Songha (to protect and promote sex workers’ social 
and human rights) in Dhaka. Not all women who suffered violence 
during the war, however, have been able to develop their own 
agency and transform their lives in meaningful ways. 

Aparna, in a village in Chittagong, commented ruefully on 
her miserable life after the war, which encapsulates the general 
condition of marginalisation and neglect that most birangonas 
suffer. She lamented that in the last 30 years nobody has asked her 
how she is ‘doing and what does [she] want from [her] life. The 
government has neglected thousands of women, like me,’ she said. 
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‘One of my hands is paralysed, but I have another hand and I 
want to work and earn a living. The government has not given me 
that scope, it does not care whether we live or die. I don’t have a 
normal human life and cannot fulfil my most basic needs. I can’t 
even wear a nice sari.’ The established gender predispositions in a 
patriarchal society have played:a catalysing role in transforming 
birangonas into pariahs. The social mood of neglect has manifested 
into making survivors of 1971 invisible in society. 

Women’s narratives unmask the multiple faces of conflict 
within which are hidden several different layers of memory, 
history and violence. In several instances women brought into 
the conversation memories of the most ordinary things alongside 
the horrific event of violence. Sometimes they preferred to talk of 
the everyday work they did rather than about the dramatic events. 
The ‘iconic’ memory for many of them was not about what they 
knew but what they did not know or would never know, like the 
sufferings of their parents (as in the case of Syed Ahmed Nurjahan 
whose narrative in the next section highlights this), the betrayal 
of a family member, or the ‘disappearance’ of a loved one. A 
woman in Sylhet told me one such story about her ‘father 
sacrificing his only son and revealing his hiding place to the 
Pakistani soldiers because he wanted to live at the cost of his son.’ 
To this day, Mrs Jewel (a pseudonym) cannot forget the scene: 
their father sitting in a chair, with her brother trying to cling on 
to his feet besieging him to save him from the Pakistanis. Her 
father, she remembered, sat there crying but did not make a move 
to protect his son. Mrs Jewel could not understand whether her 
father was crying in relief for having saved himself or in remorse 
for her brother who was taken away to his death. She will never 
know the pain of either her brother or her father, both of them 
had become ‘absent’ from her life. There is no speech to tell of this 
multiple loss that happened in one moment in the inner space of 
a person’s life. 

At other times, by clinging to the memory of the everyday 
and ordinary, women tried to reconvene a different sense of self, 
which was beyond the violated self reconstructed in their 
narrative. When I asked Mumtaza Begum (her real name) what 
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her worst memory of the war was, she thought for a long time and 
then said, ‘I did not get rice to eat or oil for my hair during the five 
months of captivity. I looked so bad that when I was released 
from the camp in Jessore, people chased me away as if I was a 
beggar.’ A woman in Chittagong remembered that she had 
watched a relative being raped, but what bothered her was that 
when the dead body was found ‘there was only a petticoat on 
her.’ She felt ashamed that strangers ‘saw her naked.’ Another 
woman in Noakhali told me in great detail about how her husband 
was betrayed by his Bengali office colleagues and later inhumanly 
killed in their own compound by the Pakistanis who left her a 
widow, childless and penniless, but remarked that she wished she 
had the typewriter her husband owned. She wanted to show me 
the instrument in which he wrote his communiqués. A woman in 
Khulna, after recounting the brutal murders of her daughter and 
son-in-law in front of her eyes added, “They took away all our 
belongings. We did not even have a glass to drink water from.’ 

During one of my last conversations with a Bihari woman, 
Zaibunisa (not her real name), I heard the most poignant account 
of how women’s ordinary lives were made extraordinary and 
abnormal due to men’s violence.’® Initially, her narrative 
appeared to be an ordinary war tale, and since she spoke with 
little show of emotion I was not prepared to hear the devastating 
details that soon followed. As she continued, I slowly began to 
grasp the depth of the misery that women like her suffered in 
wartime East Pakistan. It was the combination of the seemingly 
ordinary with the abnormal violence that ravaged women’s lives, 
which Zaibunisa’s narrative reminds us of and which makes the 
memories tormenting and difficult to deal with nearly four 
decades later. There was nothing heroic about the war of 
Bangladesh (or any war for that matter); it etched a path of 
undying memories of pain for those who experienced it first-hand, 
as Zaibunisa’s account so eloquently and poignantly reveals. 

In 1971 Zaibunisa lived with her husband and four children 
in Khulna, in south central East Pakistan. A few days before the 
war ended, her husband, a security guard in a local paper mill, 
was summoned by their Bengali neighbours and taken outside 
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the house. He never returned home. Soon after Bangladesh was 
liberated on December 16, 1971, violence became an indulgence 
of the victorious Bengalis against the Biharis. Fearing total unrest, 
the local authorities in Khulna put the Biharis in a local jail for 
their safety; Zaibunisa with her four daughters aged 12, eight, 
three years, and six months lived in the jail for several months. 
Having no resources for supporting her young and dependent 
family, they often went to bed hungry. She recounted that one 
morning, ‘the three-year old and the six-month old baby refused 
to get up from their sleep. They died of hunger in the night.’’” 

She began to worry about what to do with the bodies. Burial 
was not an option that she could afford. Her jailer, who was 
sympathetic to her condition, agreed to ‘throw the bodies away’. 
Zaibunisa accepted the offer since she had no other option. Here, 
she abruptly stopped her narrative. Silence became our 
communication, it was charged with meaning. No more speech 
was necessary. An ordinary life was not so ordinary after all in its 
suffering. The war had taken its greatest toll on common people 
like Zaibunisa and her children. They are so like us, yet their lives 
seemed so different in the end—bereft, unaccounted and erased 
by violence and no one even took notice. The initial description 
of her normal world before the war seemed so close to my own, 
like everyone else’s it was in ebb and flow, yet her suffering in the 
war was totally abnormal, defying any sense of human logic. Her 
story shocked me and continues to even today. 

After a long while she turned to me with tears in her eyes and 
said in a quiet voice, ‘Woh bhi insdn the (They were human, too). 
That simple, emotive statement told me more than a story of 
Zaibunisa and her children—it encapsulated what had happened 
to women and girls, as a whole, and needs to be remembered 
today. Females were deemed objects, things, nonhuman ‘others’ 
and were used, abused, discarded, and got rid of in the war without 
anyone taking note of it. People forgot that women were human 
too. Those who experienced the gendered crimes of society and 
community and lived beyond it were unceremoniously pushed 
aside, their pain reduced into disposable. memory, and the nation 
moved forward to celebrate victory and liberation. An abstract 
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concept called nation became more important than the human 
beings who were lost in the violence. 

Women’s memories enable us to see the inner experience of 
the war in people’s lives. Their stories humanise the narrative, 
and their speech and silence transcends an individual experience 
to make it a collective encounter and we are urged to face the inhuman 
acts of violence and to remember the sites of humanity. The story 
of human resilience despite the losses women suffered creates a 
different human perspective which is recounted in their stories. 


Women's humanity 


The feminine that was attacked and marginalised in the war was 
not a simple biological category, but the domain of interiority, 
the location of emotion, and the place called home that was 
transgressed. Men, who were co-citizens, neighbours, even friends 
and family members undermined and violated women. There was 
no distinction between the zone of conflict and peace; it was all 
around and inside for women. They call our attention to go behind 
the text of history produced by the national institutions and 
consider a different narrative authored by them to interrogate 
the dominant story. This was eloquently summed up by an elderly 
Bihari refugee woman living in a camp in Saidpur, whom I will 
refer to as Sakeena. After a graphic account of different scenes of 
rape and torture of women that she had witnessed, Sakeena ended 
in these words, ‘One evening, someone dumped a half-dead body 
of a child outside the mosque. The child was bleeding profusely. 
She was in shock and could not speak ... I tried to save her, but she 
died three days later. I] can never forget her. You ask me, who 
could have possibly done this to a child? Don’t ask me, who killed 
whom, who raped whom, what was the religion, ethnic or 
linguistic background of the people who died in the war. The 
victims in the war were the women of this country—mothers who 
lost children, sisters who lost their brothers, wives who lost their 
husbands, women who lost everything—their honour and 
dignity. In the war men victimised women. It was a year of anarchy. 
Insdniyat had died. How can I explain this?’ 
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Survivors, like Zaibunisa, Sakeena, Beauty, Nur Begum, 
Mumtaza, Aparna, and many others in Bangladesh demand a 
rethinking of gendered violence in the war in a totally fresh way 
foregrounding women’s dehumanisation. Their testimonies thus 
act as resistance against forgetting and call to question the figure 
of the enemy that, they identify, was the hyper-masculinised state, 
which used its agents, men from a variety of ethnic, linguistic, and 
religious communities, to execute violence in the name of 
nationalism by putting power before human values. Individual 
women who made up part of an integral whole were otherised 
and handed over to be brutalised and tormented. By making them 
anonymous, the impersonal state and society pretended to free 
itself of a responsible obligation and relationship after its brutal 
acts. But survivors refuse to forget. 

In listening to their memories, we hear the celebration of 
human exchanges and are poignantly reminded of the fragility of 
being human that was constantly put to the test in the inhuman 
moment of the war. Women’s stories constitute the tenacious site 
of humanity and create hope beyond the bitter endurance of 
violence and loss. Ultimately they voice the voiceless humanity 
and in listening to them we hear the stories that have not died, 
even in the face of wanton violence. Listening exorcises memories 
and loss, giving them new meaning and educating those who 
remember and listen. 

The common concern of women—Bengali, Bihari, Muslim 
or Hindu—was that in war and violence the socially accepted 
status of humanity, a given condition in normal times, was 
undone. The mechanical calculation of increasing the impact of 
terror meant violence had to be enacted on the site of the 
vulnerable and using the tool of nationalism the state endowed 
men with the capacity to kill and terrorise. The violence women 
experienced, they tell us, must be understood for its physical 
impact and beyond it. It was an attack on their personhood, their 
dignity, their worth as human beings. This is what made the 
violence so powerful and useful to their perpetrators. Women 
served the purpose of being objects for men to carry out the will 
of terror required by the state for establishing its power. The 
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transformation and perversity of the time that made the political 
quest for nationhood superior to human beings are not lost to 
survivors. Women refuse to forget that in the socio-political world 
of South Asia they are both inside and outside the nation and its 
project. The war and violence drove home the point most starkly. 

Women in Bangladesh, as elsewhere in South Asia, are fully 
aware that because of a variety of reasons—biological, religious, 
cultural and economic—they are deemed ‘below men’, but as ma 
and boun (mother and sister) they also occupy a unique position 
of reverence. The status of a mother, in particular, is a near sacred 
status in South Asia. The duality of their existence as mother, 
who is the most revered within the inner domain of a family, and 
the lowly status of a subordinated female person within the 
external structure of the national community made them 
vulnerable even after surviving rape. With men abusing vulnerable 
women with sexual violence, the sacred image of woman as mother 
was undone, and became the object of men’s ‘impure action’ 
exposed to further abuse. Women remind their listeners that their 
re-humanised but objectified bodies as birangonas gave men a 
new set of evidence to demand redress from the ‘enemies’ who 
violated their so-called sacred mothers and sisters. In making this 
demand, women astutely remark, men asserted their manly rights 
to be recognised as the guardians of the community. The women 
who were made impure by men, once more, became the site to 
elevate men to a new prominent role as guardians of the nation, 
and women were used as objects. Women’s speech concerning 
their devaluation as human also simultaneously makes us aware 
of the norms and values that should undergird civil society in 
postcolonial South Asia. 

What is of real concern to women is to.consider and question 
how their lack of recognition as human is made possible. The 
power of nation and masculinity in 1971 became impervious to 
the responsibility of protecting, but became the force of terror. 
There is thus a profound connection between the person, acting 
or being acted upon, and the realm of structures created by human 
power and need, which turns against humanity, time and again. 
Women’s testimonies question how power endowed to 
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institutions triumphed over human beings who created it. The 
20th century is littered with this reminder. 

How do women understand their place within the human 
community? It is of course not an easy question to answer. In 
Bangladesh, the vast majority of women have not heard about 
the United Nations Declaration of the Universal Charter of 
Human Rights of 1948, They are not exposed to feminist 
discourses, nor do they identify with academic politics of gender 
studies or philosophical discourses on man and metaphysics. But 
they do know that they deserve respect as human persons and 
that this basic right was denied in wartime East Pakistan. Their 
responses and understanding thus must be evaluated within what 
one may call women’s intyitive humanism. 

Women try to understand the complex systems at work 
during the war based on the actions of human individuals and 
focus on their worth as human beings by referencing to the 
devaluation they suffered in violence. The moral yardstick of 
humanity had changed. The capacity to choose right from wrong 
is contingent on the exigencies of the time. Men who represented 
the state asserted the political will of the institution abandoning 
their own individual power of choice. Hyper-masculinity and 
militarised nationalism went hand in hand, and men took their 
anger to the inner domain of the communities marked as ‘enemy’ 
and by shedding their humanity took pride in violence. Men 
became opportunists, aggressors, bystanders, and ceased to be 
human. Moral rules that should enable human behaviour were 
dead. Women ask: is humanity a contingent condition? Through 
their narratives they reveal their vulnerability. The awareness of 
women’s dehumanisation is absorbed after suffering violence. To 
know oneself as not only raped, but rapable, has a distinct affect 
on women’s notion of self (Calhill 2001). The topography of being 
human is not a question before the event of rape. It is in the 
experience of violence that the knowledge of loss of their humanity 
is generated and becomes a site of suffering and a demand for 
restoration. 

Should the transformed voices of the speakers and listeners 
constitute a site for truth and reconciliation? Is a war criminals 
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tribunal an alternative? My immediate response to the latter is to 
raise two more questions: who will try the criminals? Who has the 
authority to do so? Reconciliation and forgiveness, are subjects of 
enormous ethical possibility, but the will to execute them requires 
political determination of both governments—Pakistan and 
Bangladesh—as well as public opinion favouring the process and 
a creative cultural thinking to go ahead and re-open the wounds 
of 1971 for a final closure. It is a little hasty to suggest a TRC-like 
project for Bangladesh and Pakistan under the present 
circumstances of distrust and rhetoric of vengeance in the public 
sphere.’® I do not think a trial of war criminals with the hope of 
punishing perpetrators would solve women’s problems. 
Individual raped bodies are a testimony of power that is at work 
on many levels—cultural, social, religious as well as national. 
Liberation lies in our ability to see them as a site of these inscriptions 
and production of power. A close scrutiny of these dynamics at 
work in the South Asian context is essential for creating space for 
individuals to question and undermine the disciplinary power 
that shapes women’s lives and limits their possibilities. Women 
must be acknowledged as wholesome human beings and their 
grievances fully heard for developing policies for redress. 
Otherwise, women will be raped and continue to be rapable. 
The will to remember and listen to women’s stories leading 
to larger and systemic changes is not yet formed or explicit in the 
subcontinent. Besides, the cultures of religion that dominate 
people’s lives and shape their outlook on the issue of gender 
violence do not encourage public discussion on rape. Engaging 
the constructs of culture and society informed by religion is critical 
for finding a solution. Returning to the religio-cultural site of 
lived Islam in Pakistan and Bangladesh may actually serve as an 
emancipatory space to move beyond silence and erasure of 
women’s. experiences and reintegrate a vocabulary understood 
by the people for settling unresolved grievances. This is not, by 
any means, a suggestion to return to the Islamic religious legal 
system of Shari’a. Nor can the legal, moral and ethical issues linked 
to the war and violence be conflated and made compatible with 
the western concept of human rights. Rather, I would emphasise 
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what one can loosely call ‘Islamic values’ (Dallmayr 2002) that 
accommodate religious principles with cultural concerns keeping 
in mind the dynamic nature of society and culture in both these 
predominantly Indo-Islamic countries. 

There are, of course, no ready-made answers available to 
reach simple solutions to the complex set of problems posed in 
the aftermath of gender violence in the war. Nonetheless, an 
exploration of certain fundamental principles that resonate within 
the Muslim communities in Pakistan and Bangladesh may serve 
as a starting point for new possibilities. Privileging a people’s 
language emerging from within the context of their religion and 
culture would be the test of our decolonisation and offer a creative 
potential to alter the official history of 1971. We may be able to 
tell the story of 1971 in our own words, writing a people’s history 
in the region. To explore this possibility the discourse of rights 
and obligations within Islamic Law offer an opening for a genuine 
dialogue between the aggrieved parties. 

Traditionally speaking, in Islam there are two kinds of rights 
or haqq: the rights of God or huqqug Allah (plural of haqq) and 
the rights of persons or huqqugq al-ibad. The rights of God are directly 
related to the five pillars of Islam,’? but what we are concerned 
with here are the rights of persons that are secular and are due to 
people, including rights owed to the poor and weaker and more 
vulnerable members of society.®° These rights are fundamental 
and unconditional and cannot be denied to any person. Huqquq 
al-ibdd is not equivalent to human rights, though; there are some 
overlaps between them but it is not possible to package them 
together.*! Rape, which is viewed asa sin or transgression committed 
by men against women, is a matter of huqqug al-ibdd. The obligation 
to admit and act on the realisation of the transgression of a woman’s 
haqq to her human dignity is a perpetrator’s responsibility and 
the reciprocation of forgiveness is the right of the victim. To invoke 
this right and implement the obligation requires an active 
engagement by both parties and cannot be decided unilaterally. 
No one can absolve the perpetrator of the crime of rape except 
the victim or in the event of her death by the surviving relatives of 
the deceased who have the authority of wali al-dam.** 
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The concept of wali al-dam is under the general principles of 
Islamic Law, and is mostly related to homicide cases. It refers to 
the guardian of the life of the deceased who has the authority to 
decide whether to forgive and completely release the perpetrator, 
accept diya (compensation) or insist on gisas (an eye-for-an-eye 
principle), depending on the facts and circumstances of the case.® 
Ultimately, thus it is the victim or the family of the victim who 
has the prerogative to forgive and assist the perpetrator to recover 
his humanity through the process. The act of seeking forgiveness 
cannot be done from a distance and not by the nation or by the 
community at large on behalf of the perpetrator. It must be 
actively sought by the perpetrator who must first acknowledge 
and recognise the full and holistic humanity of the victim and 
then appeal for forgiveness. To'a large measure the reformed 
outlook of the perpetrator toward the victim is a necessary first 
step and must accompany the act of submission and humility in 
relation to the victim, seeking her compassion and forgiveness, 
which she can refuse to grant. Religion encourages the victim to 
forgive the repentant rather than seek retribution for the well- 
being of peace and harmony in the community, and to help the 
perpetrator recover his humanity and fulfil his obligation of 
upholding the principle of hugqug al-ibdd. 

Forgiveness accordingly is not an affair of the state or non- 
victims or those unrelated to the victim. In Pakistan, an effort was 
made by the Women’s Action Forum to apologise on behalf of 
their nation to the women of Bangladesh for the crimes committed 
by the Pakistan Army in 1971. In my understanding this gesture 
although commendable cannot be a substitute to the perpetrators’ 
apology seeking forgiveness from the victims. Perpetrators who 
committed violence, whether they were Pakistani, Bengali, Bihari 
or others must be identified by the state and society and 
encouraged to seek women’s forgiveness. It will not do to absolve 
them of their crime by others seeking forgiveness on their account. 
In Pakistan and Bangladesh men even today have not willed 
themselves to hear the call for justice by women. When one can 
hear and become ready to engage the body of women as a crucial 
text of abuse of men’s power and a source of testimony of 1971 a 
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movement in the direction of reconciliation and forgiveness or 
justice is possible. The individual person taking responsibility of 
his act is the first step in the direction. 

In order for perpetrators to acknowledge and repent for 
their crime the active engagement of the governments of Pakistan 
and Bangladesh is ‘critical. Individual men committed crimes of 
sexual violence sometimes with the knowledge of their superiors 
and sometimes without the knowledge of others. During the war, 
the West Pakistan government: had called upon individual men 
to subjugate the rebels in the East and these men attacked the 
vulnerable to display power. The nationalist Bengalis heeding 
the call of their leaders turned against their enemy—Pakistanis 
and Biharis—in their midst. In liberated Bangladesh the mukti 
jouddhas later formed the government. It is time for the states of 
Pakistan and Bangladesh who were involved in creating and 
facilitating the violence to execute their national will and take 
responsibility for their crimes. The admission on the part of the 
state and government of their actions and inactions during the 
war will encourage and empower their citizens to recognise their 
individual actions and the crimes they committed in the name of 
nationalism. A language of responsibility and justice can thus 
emerge to bring closure and look forward to a new future. In the 
absence of the governments taking responsibility individuals 
cannot implement the principles of justice and forgiveness, even if 
they have the tools to imagine the possibilities. At this juncture, 
the narrative testimony of men admitting to their crimes and the 
states acknowledging their misuse of power against the vulnerable 
people discriminated on the basis of religion and ethnicity is the 
first challenge.*4 

The narratives of women in this book are graphic 
recollections of painful experiences. Some of them are explicit in 
sexual references and describe the carnal passion of violence. By 
reinserting these candid and unedited visceral memories of 
survivors into the text of historical memory of 1971, my purpose 
is not to regurgitate the absurd or sensationalise history. Like 
Primo Levi, I see my interlocutors using ‘a certain dose of rhetoric 
... for the memory to persist’ (1986: 20). 
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History or the narration of the past in people’s lives is 
polyversal and multifocal. It is malleable and flexible and is not 
the same as written, institutional official history. The boundaries 
between history and memory in people’s narrative are not 
clarified. People’s history is always in the present, and they can 
relate to it only when they can tell stories about what they know. 
They talk about high politics that drive events and impact the 
collective, and simultaneously talk of history as an individual, 
personal experience. When an event is great enough to enable 
them to make a linkage between the high political story and their 
personal encounters, they claim it as their story. Understanding 
the relationship between the two—history that becomes officially 
recognised and people’s history which is active but not 
institutional—is a challenging task but once we can grasp the 
message, the multidimensional story of history becomes a lively 
animated process constantly becoming and unbecoming in sites 
where it is created, lived and experienced. 

The history of nation-state formation in South Asia is a site 
of memory that is both celebratory and painful. There are 
conflicting passions and emotions that are embedded within them 
because nation matters to people in India, Pakistan, and 
Bangladesh, like elsewhere. They had won their freedom and 
created sovereign states after long and bitter struggles initially 
fought against the British colonial masters, and later by settling 
scores among themselves. They continue to fight over unresolved 
national issues, even today.® The citizens within the nation states, 
in turn, look toward their governments with the hope that they 
will deliver the promise of a good life, security and protection. 
On their part, they are willing to kill and die for the nation. The 
site of nationalism for most people in South Asia is political, but 
they are also aware that politics divides the networks of shared 
memories that were constituted in a vocabulary of exchanges 
between the different groups over a long period of time, before 
the nation states came into being. Social and collective memories 
of the past and the ongoing present therefore take both real and 
imagined shapes, and they span the entire spectrum of pleasant 
and horrific encounters. 
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The war of 1971 is one of the worst memories in the region. 
The event illuminates both a spoken and a silent past and traces a 
history that frightens us because to look at it may mean seeing the 
continuous violence that frames the story from within and in 
which we are both victims and perpetrators. The survivors of 
1971, however, ask us to engage with the violence. They demand 
an answer: whose purpose did the violence serve? In writing this 
book in their words, I do not assume to arrive at a transcendental 
truth. Writing cannot be a replication of experience. Nonetheless, 
writing enables us to move closer to the possibility of confronting 
the amnesiac memory of war and to educate ourselves about what 
was done in those forgotten moments of violence. 

Many in South Asia may find the bitter effect of suffering in 
1971 aground for revenge, rather than a site to develop a language 
of understanding and to claim the story produced by survivors to 
move beyond the horrific moment. Some may claim ‘composite 
heritage’, much in vogue these days in the dialogue between the 
Indians and Pakistanis seeking to move beyond the horrific 
Partition of 1947, as the next step to follow and make our ‘common 
suffering’ the ground to reconvene in the subcontinent. The Ernest 
Renan-like approach advocating the recognition of suffering or 
gham as the location for thinking beyond violence to form nation 
and community could be a useful tool.®° But first there has to be 
increased determination to listen to what the voiceless survivors 
of violence are saying. How has their suffering of violence 
transformed their worlds? In South Asia where this voice of 
survivors has not emerged and become accepted we cannot be at 
ease and claim their suffering as a slogan for national or 
community interest. Searching for understanding of the violence 
in 1971 to know what women suffered in their excruciating details, 
to come to terms with what it was and what we are capable of 
doing to each other leads to expectations for a different future in 
the subcontinent. Historical justice is a horizon that extends but 
cannot be exhausted (Derrida 2006). To narrow the gap between 
the horizon and evident present reality, a conscious effort is 
required to develop ethicality as a concrete historical need for 
developing actions, politics and organisation. Thus I ask: can we 
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dare to write from within the abyss of violence a people’s history 
of the subcontinent and make it a site for understanding and 
claiming human dignity that is our due? The’survivors of 1971 
urge us to embark on this task. ‘ 


Notes 


! In 2005, I taught a seminar on ‘Communalism and Nationalism in South 
Asia’. One of the assignments for the students was to do a riot report. Their 
research showed that in each instance of a riot in India, barring the great 
Calcutta riot of 1946, all other riots were triggered and initiated by members 
of the majority groups, i.e. Hindus. If these findings represent a pattern of 
riots in India, we can conclude that majoritarian politics and violence are 
intimately connected. 
The question of the state’s identity as an Islamic Republic came to the 
forefront in the early 1950s when an evaluation had to be made about the 
Ahmadi question and their Muslim identity. The Munir Report that was 
produced as a result of it did not conclusively answer the question of 
Muslim identity. The question whether the Ahmadis constituted a Muslim 
group remained moot because the ulema could not decide if the definition 
of Muslim could be clearly established. See a recently published essay by 
Asad Ahmad (2010: pp. 273-314). , 
The Urdu-speaking people of Pakistan constituted 3.5 per cent but 
controlled 21 per cent of the jobs in Pakistan civil service and this made 
the group immensely influential in the central administration. For assessing 
the policy of discrimination see Gyanendra Pandey and Yunas Samad 
(2007). 
Ibid.: p. 93. 
Although the political parties in West Pakistan were not expecting this 
result, the president of the National Awami Party, Wali Khan, and Mian 
Mumtaz Daulatana, the president of the Muslim League, both agreed to 
attend the National Assembly in Dhaka and resolve the issue of transfer of 
power toa civilian government in order to ‘maintain the country’s integrity 
at all costs’ (Radio Pakistan, morning newscast, March 10, 1971). Similar 
tequests to start dialogue for preserving Pakistan were made by multiple 
members of the Jama’at-e-Islami party, but Zulfikar Ali Bhutto refused to 
relinquish power to a Bengali leader and even threatened West Pakistani 
political representatives that he’d ‘break their legs’ if they attended the 
National Assembly in Dhaka. 
6 T interviewed Yahya Khan’s son, Ali Yahya, about his father’s actions in 
East Pakistan. He confessed that his father did not believe in the use of 
force there but was compelled by the manipulation of Bhutto to do so. If 
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this is true, it was Pakistan’s political and military elite that actually broke 
up Pakistan rather than the Bengalis. 
Multiple references.to India’s involvement in East Pakistan are available 
in military documents in India, and the public records of Radio Pakistan 
and Radio Pakistan Monitoring Reports. These archival documents are 
available in both New Delhi and Islamabad. 
Radio Pakistan News, March 26, 1971, National Archives of Pakistan, 
Islamabad. 
Multiple photographic evidences to this effect are available in the UN 
Centre for Documentation .and Research housed within the Military Archive 
ener ee 
in New Delhi. These photographs cannot be e reproduced without permission 
from the External Affairs Ministry, which is not forthcoming since the 
Indian government has not yet declassified the 1971 papers. I was privileged 
to see the albums of these pictures. I also interviewed Lt. General J.F.R. 
Jacob, Chief of Staff of the Indian Army Eastern Command, the second- 
in-command to Lt. General Jagjit Singh Aurora, Commanding Officer of 
the Eastern Front, who was in charge of operations in East Pakistan, and 
Sapan Chakravorty and R. Badrinath, who were involved in the refugee 
rehabilitation programme at the West Bengal border. All these sources 
confirmed that regular announcements were made over megaphone to 
encourage people t to leave their homes. at the border and move to the 
peaceful zone, to the Indian camps. Announcements were also made by 
the Indian Army to the Pakistani Army to lay down their arms and surrender 
because they would be destroyed if they engaged India in battle. 
The Bihari issue is a vexed problem. While no definition of Bihari can be 
provided except that they were the Urdu-speaking communities of East 
Pakistan, their role in the 1971 war remains crucial but generally unexplored 
by Bengali scholars in Bangladesh. The Biharis are deemed enemies on two 
counts: anti-Bangla and pro-Pakistan, thus they are also viewed as the 
group that constituted the rajakars or supporters of the Pakistani Army in 
the war. 
At the end of the war, Pakistan having purged the ‘Hindu’ from its body 
politic emerged more firmly as a Muslim state claiming connection with 
the Muslim countries of Central and West Asia. India, on the other hand, 
continued its rhetoric of secularism but became increasingly and publicly 
Hindu. The wedding of religion and politics in the subcontinent was 
established. It is in the light of the consequences that followed that we have 
to re-evaluate the construction of Hindu and Muslim in the period of the 
war. 
These stories are detailed in the Urdu and English language newspapers in 
Pakistan. I have consulted the daily reports in Imroz and Dawn from 
March to December 197]. Administrator-writer, Masood Mufti provides 
detailed sketches of the ethnic violence of the Bengalis against the non- 
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Bengalis in his quasi-historical narratives such as Lemhe (1995), Chehre 
(1996), and Raize (1996). 

Ina recent conversation with a retired Bangladeshi chief engineer of Crescent 
Jute Mill, I learned that on March 25, 1971 more than 600 Biharis, including 
women and children, were slaughtered in Khulna. He knew of this violence, 
and although he did not order it he encouraged the Bengalis to throw the 
dead into the river because there was no time to bury them. The elderly 
engineer who was, and continues to be, a supporter of the Muslim League 
candidly admitted that the violence was not one-sided, Bengalis and Biharis 
killed and brutalised one another, but the worst violence was committed 
by the Pakistan Army against innocent people. 

For an extensive report on the violence against the Biharis and their isolation 
in camps after the war see B. Withaker, Ian Guest and Rt. Hon David 
Ennals (1975). Also, Qutubuddin Aziz’s Blood and Tears (1974) is a useful 
first-hand account of the violence that the Biharis suffered during and 
immediately after the war. Selective repatriation was granted to the Biharis 
to go to Pakistan after the war. Bihari women suffered the most as a result 
of this selective policy. Unmarried women were not considered for official 
immigration. Sometimes married women had to sacrifice their ‘allotment’ 
for immigration and let their husbands avail of the opportunity in the hope 
that they would soon send for them after making some money. Often, 
these men abandoned their families. After 1975, the official process of 
repatriation ended. Those Biharis who are left behind in Bangladesh live 
in enclosed camp sites and are labelled ‘stranded Pakistanis’. Two 
leaders of the camp dwellers, Nasim Khan and Ejaz Siddiqui, have 
divided the camp dwellers into factional groups. The rhetoric that they will 
repatriate their followers to Pakistan enables them to exercise and hold on 
to power. 

Recently, in June 2008 the children of Biharis who were born after 1971 
were given right of citizenship in Bangladesh. This, indeed, is a positive and 
important gesture toward resolving the condition of the post-liberated 
Bangladeshi-Biharis. But what about the parents of the Bihari children who 
were young and uninvolved in the war of 1971? If the parents are not 
integrated into the nation state of Bangladesh the fissures of distrust and 
separation will continue to breed in the Bihari camps and will undermine 
the efforts of integrating the different communities. 

During fieldwork in Bangladesh, on several occasions I met survivors of 
firing squads. Their experiences of seeing death and escaping it temporarily 
had different impacts on individuals. In one case, I met a Hindu from the 
Marwari community, who having survived such an incident decided to 
convert and become a Muslim. He was not willing to discuss what drove 
him to take the religion of his enemy/perpetrators. 

Parliamentary Debates, Vol. VIII, nos. 6-10, Nov 22-26, 1971; Vol. XI, 


122 


WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


March 17, 1972; Vol. 24, March 15, 1973 in Nehru Memorial and Museum 
Library, New Delhi. ~ 

18 A similar process followed in the Assamese identity movement. During 
the initial period, the All Assam Students Union (AASU) leaders demanded 
the removal of all Bangladeshis from Assam. Over time, it was accepted 
that the Hindu Bangladeshis, being part of the majority Hindu community 
of India should be accommodated within the country. Consequently, the 
only Bangladeshis they wanted to expel from Assam were the Muslims. 
This shift in the politics of AASU was not well received by many in Assam 
because it made the identity struggle into a communitarian issue based on 
religion rather than language or socio-economic concerns, which were the 
driving force for mass support of the movement. The emergence of the 
militant organisation called United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) in 
the late 1980s reoriented the politics of identity. The ULFA staged their 
battle against New Delhi and demanded autonomy for Assam. In turn, 
their recognition of the ‘new Assamese’ enabled a variety of Bengali groups, 
both Hindus and Muslims, who had adopted the Assamese language and 
culture to become part of the Assamese social milieu and they were protected 
from violence. 

The most recent attacks against so-called Bangladeshi Muslim 
immigrants were in Maharashtra. Bangla speakers in its capital, Mumbai, 
were indiscriminately attacked as ‘Bangladeshis’ and threatened with eviction 
by the political party, Shiv Sena. (See news reports in Indian national 
dailies of March 8, 2008). 

19 The details about these tactics and the achieved purpose are described in 
S.N. Prasad (1992). Also, there are several references to these policies of 
displacement and changing the internal demography of East Pakistan in 
the Pakistan Parliament Debate Papers (1966-1970), National Archives 
of Pakistan, Islamabad. 

20 See Prasad (1992: 81-2, 90-2). 

21 Indira Gandhi’s speech at Columbia University, New York on November 
6, 1971 enunciated the policy of war that was to follow soon. She persuaded 
her listeners to accept it as the best strategy. See Prasad (1992: 819-20). 

22 In the United Services Library and the UN Centre for Documentation and 
Research in New Delhi, the research officer showed me a photo album of 
Indian soldiers who were used as infiltrators by the Indian government for 
purposes of intelligence gathering and espionage in 1971. These photographs 
document the involvement of Indian agents in East Pakistan much before 
the actual outbreak of the international war on November 26, 1971. In 
fact, the visual evidence establishes the presence of the Indian soldiers 
from January 1971 inside East Pakistan. 

23 There are no reliable figures of victims of the war. Bangladesh and India 
claim that 10 million persons became refugees, nearly a million died, and 
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200,000 women were raped. Both countries are silent on the ‘Bihari 
problem’. Pakistan rejects these numbers and claims they are exaggerated. 
I do not think the problem is a question of numbers or the claims for 
recognising the ‘real’ victims. The more serious problem is that combatants 
belonging to armies and militias attacked and killed noncombatants who 
were not fighting a war against them. These crucial issues about combatant 
violence against noncombatants need to be explored and investigated for 
a better understanding of the impact of war on ordinary people who are 
neither the architects nor have any power to stop the violence. The rise of 
combatant violence against noncombatants has been increasing since 
World War II, and data show that it rose disproportionately during Desert 
Storm, the first war against Iraq in 1991, and has since increased 
exponentially. See Margaret Waller and Jennifer Rycenga (2000). Because 
the war of 1971 has not been critically analysed, it is not possible to 
conclude whether it was the turning point for the dramatic increase in the 
ratio of noncombatant to combatant deaths. 

On March 3, in Mymensingh, in northern Bangladesh, ethnic violence 
broke out between the Biharis and Bengalis. The Biharis were attacked in 
their homes and many were brutally butchered in a seeming bloodbath 
because a few days later a team of women from Dhaka representing the 
Anjuman Khawatin-e Islam found more than 30 orphans from six months 
to 14 years huddled together in a makeshift Red Cross shelter. Among 
them was a baby of six months draped in bandages. Her throat was slit 
open during the attack. She and her eight-year old brother were rescued 
from a drain by the Red Cross volunteers. The Mymensingh incident was 
the first spark in the long series of hostile exchanges between the Bengalis 
and Biharis that continued to mark their relationship throughout the period 
of the war and beyond. I had met these survivors and the women who had 
rescued them in Dhaka. There are visual evidences of these killings but they 
have been suppressed and have never been shown in public spaces because 
they undo the conventional Bangladeshi position as the victim community. 
See Tahmima Anam (2008). 

In February 27, 2008, a conference on “Genocide in 1971’ was held in 
Dhaka. As the title suggests the problem of naming is an ongoing concern. 
Although it is widely agreed that there is an urgent need to address and 
search for more information concerning the violence that happened in the 
war, it is not possible to establish that the Bangladesh case was genocide, a 
term coined by Raphael Lemkin in 1944. According to the UN convention, 
genocide is ‘acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or part, a 
national, ethnical, racial, or religious group’. For comparative studies on 
genocide see Samuel Totten and Stephen Jacobs (2002); Dan Stone (2008). 


6 Darfur is the first ongoing crisis that the US publicly and conclusively 


labelled ‘genocide’. 
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27 Scholars who have studicd the Holocaust draw a sharp distinction between 
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the worlds in which the Nazis lived compared to that of the Jewish people. 
The Nazis who masterminded the Holocaust continued to live their ‘normal’ 
lives, such as enjoying operas, picnics, music and family, while their victims 
were boarded up like animals in cattle-car trains and sent off to labour and 
concentration camps, from where they went to their death in gas chambers. 
This is a dramatically different scenario from what happened in East 
Pakistan, which was a war-torn, violent space in 1971. Everyone there 
lived in fear and anxiety. Looting, rape and killing were activities that 
anyone with power indulged in against the less powerful. It was a dog-eat- 
dog world. In this world of destructive, rampant violence there were many 
victims and perpetrators. No single group can be identified as the only 
victim community. 

Personal testimony of General Abul Lais, a Bengali who now lives in 
Rawalpindi, Pakistan. I met him in 2004 in Islamabad and he told me that 
his father was ‘inhumanly’ tortured and killed by the Mukti Bahini because 
he did not support their efforts to break away from Pakistan. He said his 
father had once fought for the creation of Pakistan. How could he, in a 
matter of a few years, turn away from that commitment and make another 
cause his political platform? This was not a position that the Mukti Bahini 
accepted, and they tortured him for his politics. His unwillingness to 
divulge information about his son, who was then serving as a Major in the 
Pakistan Army, provided further cause for punishment leading to his death. 
A journalist from Dhaka also told me that on numerous occasions, Mukti 
Bahini soldiers committed wanton violence in his village against the Bengali 
people who did not support their cause. 

I have done extensive interviews with soldiers and officers of the Pakistan 
Army who served in the 1971 war. Over and over again, I heard from many 
that fear drove them to violence. Killing was used as a tactic to force the 
Bengalis to give up their claim for liberation and make Pakistan safe from 
the Indian enemy. But the Pakistanis failed miserably, and East Pakistan 
broke away and became Bangladesh, an independent country. 

Tariq Rahman, presently distinguished Professor of Pakistan Studies at 
Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad, was a cadet in the Pakistan Army in 
1971 when the war broke out. He remembers that the violence in East 
Pakistan was reported back to the western sector asa state of rebellion that 
needed to be put down. By presenting the Bengalis as recalcitrant, unruly 
subjects, West Pakistanis justified their violence. He resigned from the 
army during this period of upheaval (personal conversations, September 
2004 and March 2009, Islamabad). 

Mumtaza Begum and her two co-prisoners, Rukiya and Fatima, who were 
held in a sex camp in Jessore described their dehumanisation in vivid 
details. Their experiences were brutal and tragic, but what was even sadder 
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was their helplessness and abject obedience to do as they were commanded 
because they did not even have the will or the strength to resist. 
Additionally, in a recent conversation with Bango Bir Kader Siddiqui he 
told me that one of his Mukti Bahini soldiers stole an expensive shawl 
from the home of a Bengali family during one of their routine visits to the 
village to collect arms. When Kader Siddiqui found out about it, he shot 
the young soldier to teach the others a lesson not to plunder the villagers. 
He believed that the punishment of death was a lesson for fighting an 
honest war. He had also shot and killed several Biharis after the war in the 
Dhaka Stadium. At the time of the incident he did not think of his act as 
a crime against humanity, being swayed by the Bengali public sentiment 
for revenge. Today he knows that both the acts—killing a young soldier for 
a petty theft and the Biharis for being different from the Bengalis—were 
public acts of violence disguised under the label of national morale to 
establish the power of the Bengalis and claim victory, but they were violent 
acts, nonetheless, and he is pained by his past. 

A recent publication by Rounaq Jahan (2004) reproduces the same 
understanding evident in the term. 

Barbara Harff (2003: 57-73). For a previous discussion on this subject see 
Barbara Harff et al. (1999), quoted in Ervin Staub (2000: 367-82). For the 
distinction between Gendercide and Genocide, see Adam Jones (2000: 
185-211). 

Derived from a Persian word, rajakars means ‘volunteers’. This loosely 
constituted group of non-Bengali (often Urdu-speaking Bihari) and Bengali 
men were Pakistan supporters and pro-Jamaat-i-Islami in their political 
affiliation. Most rajakars operated at a local level and provided information 
and assistance to the Pakistan Army in apprehending, arresting and 
committing violence against the Bengalis who were fighting for freedom 
against the Pakistan state. In almost all my interviews, women mentioned 
the active role of rajakars and identified them as both Bengali and non- 
Bengali men. Under the guise of being a rajakar, men sexually violated and 
exploited ‘enemy’ women, although the majority of these women were 
not involved in politics. In my estimation, the rajakars were ‘opportunists’ 
who took advantage of a terrible situation of war and violence to commit 
crimes. 

The nation is consciously or unconsciously imagined as masculine, even by 
the acclaimed author Benedict Anderson (1991: 172). 

A Bihari woman in Mirpur told me that she had ‘seen with [her] own eyes 
men throwing away bags which contained parts of women’s bodies into 
the river’. The Bihari families, like the Bengali families, could not create a 
space to accommodate the dishonoured women in their homes. A Bengali 
woman, who is now married to a Bihari man, told me that her family 
disowned her when they found she had survived rape. during the war. 
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Although she was married twice to Bengali men of her choice, they 
abandoned her when they found out about her past. 


38 Tris Chang, the author of The Rape of Nanking, in a public presentation at 
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Carleton College in March 1998 mentioned that the rape of women in the 
1971 war was probably the worst case of gender violence in 20th-century 
conflict, but it has not been studied, unlike the cases of mass rape of 
German women during World War II, Bosnian and Croatian women in 
the Balkan Wars in the 1990s, and Hutu and Tutsi women in Rwanda in 
1994. In two recent articles, Sharmila Bose (2005, 2007) has argued that 
rape was not a common violence in the war of 1971. She suggests that the 
grievances of women in Bangladesh concerning rape are made up. The 
official version of the published supplement of the Hamoodur Rahman 
Commission Report on 1971 prepared in Pakistan establishes that rape 
was a common occurrence in the war. The silencing of gender violence in 
the sites of academia does terrible harm and undermines the victims’ 
experiences to render their direct experience in the war invisible and 
unspeakable. A slow but steady appearance of essays on the subject of * 
gender violence in the war is now available, but it circulates mostly within 
the western academy. For example see Nayanika Mookherjee (2006); Bina 
D’Costa (2005); Lisa Sharlach (2000); and Yasmin Saikia (2004, 2006). 
Contrasting this silence, in the case of America we have several testimonies 
of rape of black women in the Memphis riots of 1866, even at a time when 
discussion of rape outside the sites of judicial practice was not common. 
See Hannah Rosen (1999). 

This was reported in newspapers in 2001, during the 30th anniversary of 
the war. 

See the edited collection by Abu Muhammad Delawar Hussain. The project 
of collecting historical evidence and memories at the district and sub- 
district level is an ongoing project. 

In Bangladesh many told me the story of Begum Khaleda Zia’s captivity 
during the war and being confined in the military camp in Dhaka by the 
Pakistan Army (she was the wife of the first President of Bangladesh, Ziaur 
Rahman, and went on to become Bangladesh’s first woman Prime Minister 
in 1991). I naively asked why she has not spoken up on behalf of birangonas 
and if she had ever divulged her own story of captivity and unequal 
interaction with the Pakistani military. Perhaps, if Begum Zia would have 
had the courage to speak about her own experiences during the war the 
outlook of society toward birangonas would change somewhat in Bangladesh. 
Today, the figure of a marginal, poor and helpless woman is attached to the 
label. Such a figure is easy to pity by elite women who recover them for 
extending help rather than engaging them as architects of a history of 
Bangladesh that is mostly unknown due to suppression and deliberate 
forgetting. , 
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4? Foucault’s notion that history is never about what people really experience, 
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but is made in archives and spaces of power that determine what can be 
said, by whom and when is useful in the context of Bangladesh. The 
imposed forgetting of women’s experiences suits the production of history 
as part of the nation-building process after the war and creates a collective 
memory to develop a common sense of triumphant Bengali nationhood. 
Bina D’Costa has done some interesting preliminary work on the problem 
of war babies who were the products of rape. Her work is focused on the 
role of missionaries and doctors who were involved in the state abortion 
programme in Bangladesh after the war (2005: 227-47). The babies that 
survived despite this programme were generally put up for adoption abroad 
through various international organisations, including the Sisters of Charity 
headed by Mother Teresa. Most of these children were adopted by families 
in Canada and The Netherlands. Bangladesh was desperate to remove 
traces of Pakistani presence in their midst. A small number of war babies 
remained and Beauty is one of them. In the course of my research in 
Bangladesh, I met two other war babies, who are aware of their status and 
discussed this with me. They, however, did not want to make their stories 
public. 

A nun who was present throughout the war and continues to live in 
Dhaka, told me some adoption stories in April 2001. Mustafa Chowdhury, 
a Canadian-Bangladeshi social worker, is currently working on the outcome 
of the first contingent of 15 war babies who were adopted in Canada 
through an initiative of the Montreal-based Families for Children. 

See the list published by the War Crimes Fact Finding Committee in 2008. 
Nayanika Mookherjee makes this point on the challenges of doing fieldwork 
in Bangladesh (2004, 2006). 

Dina Siddiqui corrected my use of the term ‘other’ for Bihari women ina 
conference presentation entitled “Bengali, Bihari and the War of Liberation 
of 1971: Speaking Silence and Displacement’, Asian Studies Conference, 
March 28, 2003, New York. She admitted that the Biharis are not even 
considered human by the Bengalis because of their betrayal in 1971 and 
there is no place available to them, even today, in the 1971 memories to be 
spoken about as the ‘other’. 

Gayatri Spivak has questioned whether there can be a moment when the 
marginalised can speak. In her consideration, the silencing of the marginal 
constitutes the lack of agency. The fundamental issue that power is located 
in specific sites and is exercised by the architects of power is an important 
consideration to bear in mind (1988: 271-313). The construction of 
voicelessness of subalterns, like women, needs to be critically evaluated in 
the Bangladesh case because it is not simply a matter of agency of the one 
who does not and cannot speak. It is also a matter of listening: do we hear 
what they cannot say? 
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Shelly Feldman has been studying the history and politics of the Mukti 
Juddho Jadughar. She delivered a paper at the Centre for South Asian 
Studies, North Carolina, titled ‘Claiming a rae nnd 3 Future: The 
Liberation War Museum | (Dhaka) asa Site of Struggle’. 

‘Background Documents 1996’. Bangladesh Observer, March 26, 1995, 
Dhaka. 


Many Pakistani scholars were surprised that I was searching for a history of 
1971. Some told me that it was not an important” topic and others 


Curiously the students I met, on the other hand, were very keen to know 
about Bangladesh. Many did not even know that it was born out of Pakistani 
violence in the war, Their enthusiasm to learn and ignorance about their 
history was both encouraging and distressing. My research assistant was a 
young woman from the Punjab University and her dedication to find 
obscure literary and historic materials going back to 1947 made it an 
enriching experience. I realised that the younger generation in Pakistan is 
more open to knowing the past for what it is. The experience was similar 
in Bangladesh during my research there in 2001. 

The EBR revolted on March 25, 1971. The story has an element of drama. 
It appears that during dinner, the Bengali officers stood up and fired on 
their fellow West Pakistani officers and killed many of them. Soon after 
this revolt, Ziaur Rahman (later President of Bangladesh), declared the 
independence of Bangladesh in a radio broadcast from Chittagong on 
March 26, 1971. 

Many officers of the Pakistan Army expressed this sentiment concerning 
the EBR. For Ikram Seghal whose father, Chand Seghal had raised the 
2 East Bengal, the import of this statement is heartfelt. Seghal, as he 
himself states, (he has written many columns on this issue) is a Punjabi 
and a Bengali and he refuses to embrace one label over the other. His 
mother was a Bengali from Bogra in East Pakistan and his father was from 
Sialkot in Punjab in West Pakistan. Seghal started his career as a second 
lieutenant in the 2 East Bengal. After the EBR revolted, his identity became 
a matter of suspicion. The Bengalis saw him.as an enemy because of his 
Punjabi connections and the Punjabis suspected him due to his Bengali 
roots. In the end he was court-martialled and released from active duty. 
Even today, he refuses to take sides with either group because it would 
mean for him betrayal of his parents, his Bengali mother and his Punjabi 
father. For Ikram, it was a war between family members and he resists their 
divisions, at least, emotionally. He told me, ‘I was really devastated in 
197]. L always thought Pakistan was the finest experiment in nationhood, 
two distinct parts bonding together’ (personal conversations February- 
March 2005). 

Ashok Mitra (economic adviser to the Indian Prime Minister) who was 
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closely involved in the reconstruction of Bangladesh’s economy and General 
Lakshman Singh Lehl who was deputed to help in the rebuilding of the 
infrastructure, talked candidly about the Indian attitude to the loot of 
Bangladesh after the war. 

In probing this issue of the sexual violence of Indian soldiers against local 
Bengali women after the war, General Lehl acknowledged that there were 
many instances when town hall meetings were called in which Bengalis 
complained about the Indians soldiers’ behaviour and claimed they were 
‘not different from the Pakistani soldiers’. This, General Lehl, admitted 
was an eye-opener because men in these circumstances whether Pakistani 
or Indian behaved in a similar manner. 

There is vast documentation on Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s role in the 
war. To substantiate the official records, I met many officers who were 
actively involved in the planning and rehabilitation of refugees. In personal 
interviews with Ashok Mitra, Sapan Chakraborty, Hirak Ghosh, and 
R. Badrinath all of them confirmed Mrs Gandhi’s active role in the refugee 
rehabilitation programme. 

This was a very popular slogan for creating fear in Assam. The rhetoric of 
uncontrolled population growth of Bangladeshis served its purpose to 
motivate the entire population of Assam to back the AASU-led identity 
struggle. It was through negative identification vis-a-vis the Bangladeshis 
that the Assamese communities suddenly found motivation to publicly 
claim an identity of their own. What and who is an Assamese is an 
unanswered question. 

The massacre of thousands of so-called Bangladeshi people in the village of 
Nellie, Nowgong district, Assam in 1983 has not been investigated even 25 
years later. The Assamese pretend the work of killing innocent people was 
done by ‘outsiders’ and thus they are not accountable for the crime. Most 
importantly, the AASU leaders seem to forget that the Assamese identity 
movement that they organised and led was premised on the demand of 
driving out the Bangladeshis from Assam and which provided impetus to a 
variety of people to act on this goal leading to the violence in Nellie. Thus 
both AASU and the people eh AssanY were complicit, if not culpable, of 
committing the crime. 

A special meat and rice dish that is a specialty of old Dhaka and generally 
prepared during festive occasions like Eid to celebrate the end of Ramadan. 
As mentioned earlier the term Bihari as used in Bangladesh does not 
necessarily refer to the people of Bihar, India. It is a pejorative term used to 
identify the non-Bengali Urdu speakers, who are considered enemies of 
Bangladesh’s liberation. The reference to Bihari as a singular category of 
people undermines the complexities and varieties of Urdu-speaking people 
who had migrated to East Pakistan in 1947. In 1971, this label was attached 
to the hated ‘other’. For an historical analysis of the process of migration, 
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displacement, and reduction of ‘Biharis’ into an enemy category during 
and after Partition, see Papiya Ghosh (1998: 229-64) and her more recently 
published book (2007). 

The case of the Biharis in the South Asian context provides an empirical 
location to engage the conceptual category of Gorgio Agamben’s Homo 
Sacer (1998). The Bihari communities live outside the juridical framework 
of Bangladesh, in a state of exception and by controlling their lives and 
deaths the state of Bangladesh has transformed them into bodies for killing 
and destruction. 


paar and oppressing people who do not organise the memory 
of the past in those terms. He has called South Asian historians to unshackle 
from this derived discourse and search for alternative ways of telling people's 
experiences on their terms (1995: 44-56). 

I find the narratives of survivors of the violence of 1971 very different from 
those of survivors of of the ‘Holocaust. F - Hannah Arendt (1945, 1953a and b, 
1958, 1965) and Primo Levi’s (1961, 1986) accounts were the exceptions 
to this rule. Their narratives put the Holocaust under complex scrutiny to 
reveal both the trivial and complex processes that worked simultaneously 
and effectively to produce devastating outcomes. In their writings we are 
able to find the personal stories of the Holocaust alongside critical probing 
of the institutional structures and people who engineered and made violence 
possible. In short, a horrific episode of history became eloquent in their 
narrative styles revealing the limited and elastic nature of human behaviour. 
The issue of rajakar has, once again, surfaced in Bangladesh after the 
general elections in 2008. The Freedom Fighters Forum has made a demand 
that Bengali rajakars who have not been punished, unlike their Bihari 
counterparts who have been exiled into camps, should be identified and 
tried as war criminals because they opposed the freedom of Bangladesh. 
They claim that the leaders and principal actors of the Muslim League 
Party are the Bengali rajakars. (See BBC News report on March 20, 2008; 
Al-Jazeera, ‘East Bangladeshis Seeking Justice against Genocide in 
Bangladesh’, April 17, 2008). 

Ashis Nandy (2006) makes a similar argument in his reading of the 
connection between images of the state and middle-class political culture. 
In Bangladesh, I was assisted by three research assistants—Hasanul Kabir 
Chowdhury who helped with archival research, Rafiuz Zaman who travelled 
with me for field research till late summer 2001 and Taslima Mizziboni 
who replaced him. These three young people were extremely resourceful, 
bold and helpful and I am indebted to them for their friendship and 
assistance in undertaking this very painful and trying research project. 
This is not unique to the Bangladesh story. In the case of Bosnia and 
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Croatia similar arguments have been made. See the essays published in 
Waller & Rycenga, eds. (2000). 

A well-known slogan of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was ‘the people of 
Bangladesh—the Hindus, Muslims, Christians and Buddhists—we are all 
Bengali’. 

This interview took place on November 11, 2001. In the summer of 2006, 
I went back to Bangladesh to do some interviews with the war heroes for 
writing another book on 1971. I re-interviewed this decorated veteran and 
this time he admitted he was wrong in writing off the women’s question 
and encouraged me not to give up my quest but make people aware of the 
terror suffered by women during wartime. The reason for the change in his 
perception and articulation, I learned, was that his daughter has re-trained 
him to think differently. He now understands her fears and vulnerability 
and can empathise with women’s condition. He wants change to make 
Bangladesh a safer space for women. 

Nayanika Mookherjee suggests that talk about rape can be read as ‘scorn’ 
in local Bengali society that deems rape as sex and therefore it is shameful 
and dishonourable (2006). This is true if we approach the discussion of 
rape from an external viewpoint of South Asian patriarchy. For survivors 
the memory is too powerful and cannot be conveniently put aside as 
‘dishonour’. 

In a recent article Sharmila Bose (2007) argues against the possibility of 
multiple tellings and questions the veracity of memories, particularly victims’. 
She suggests that the horror of sexual violence in the war is exaggerated in 
the Bangladeshi narratives and they need to be re-evaluated for questioning 
their truth-telling. In turn, she creates another narrative by tracking a few 
individual actors in Pakistan and Bangladesh, and_by, using their stories 
disproves the earlier versions, While it is an important and relevant exercise 
to continue the search for what happened in 1971 and the memories that 
have been generated, the reduction of the complex story of people’s losses 
and sufferings into a banal scoring of numbers and statistics undermines 
several crucial questions. Was the violence necessary? Why did combatants 
commit violence against noncombatants? How was religion and ethnicity 
used to manipulate people to commit violence? 

The names of the women used in the narrative section of testimonies are 
their real names, except Nur Begum. Otherwise, throughout the text only 
pseudonyms have been used to refer to the women, whose stories I quote 
in short excerpts. 

Both Veena Das (2000, 2001) and Arthur Klienman (1997) have written 
extensively on this issue. 

Women used terms like ‘oitochar’, ‘zulm’, ‘shaad? , ‘koshto’, ‘gaib’, and so 
on to describe the violence. None of these terms translate into English as 


rape. 
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76 Zaibunisa was repatriated to Karachi from Bangladesh in'1974. 

7 Zaibunisa does not reveal how they died. Did she kill them in her 
helplessness? We will never know. 

78 Several women in Pakistan representing the Women’s Action Forum have 
told me that their organisation had sent a letter of apology to the women 
of Bangladesh for the crimes committed against them in 1971. Can women 
of Pakistan ask for forgiveness from Bangladeshi women when they have 
not committed the crime? Should they align and claim themselves as 
national actors when they were not included in the national discussion 
process of wartime activities? Who can forgive whom has been a question 
of much debate in recent times? An enlightening book on this question in 
the context of the Holocaust is by Simon Wiesenthal (1998). 

79 The five pillars constitute beliefin one god, praying five times a day, paying 
charity, observing the annual fasting during Ramadan, and performing the 
Haj pilgrimage to Mecca. 

9 In qualifying what constitutes huqquq al-ibad some schools of Islamic 
thought also include murder, although in the modern legal system the 
crime of murder cannot be mutually resolved by two aggrieved parties. 

81 Abdullahi An-Na’im has written extensively on this issue (1990, 2008). A 
similar argument is made by Ebrahim Moosa (2000-2001: 185-215). 

82 | am grateful to Abdullahi An-Na’im for drawing my attention to this 
principle that allows us to move forward in addressing the crime of rape in 
1971 and seeking solution. J am also deeply thankful for the conversations 
with Khalid Masud, Bruce Lawrence and Car] Ernst on Islam and the lived 
practices of the religion for furthering my understanding on religion, 
culture and justice. 

83 To claim retribution, oaths of qasama have to be taken by 50 blood 
relatives of the victim from the paternal line. In the Hanafi law the root of 
gasama was an oath of innocence taken by 50 men that they were not 
involved in the killing of a man found in their midst. Faced with this oath, 
the blood relatives of the deceased could not demand blood retaliation but 
were paid blood price as compensation. In the Maliki law qasama was a 
collective oath (also sworn by 50 relatives) through which they formally 
accused and demanded vengeance of the alleged perpetrator of the crime 
of murder. The oath of gasama was retained in Islam from pre-Islamic 
practice. See R. Stephen Humphreys (1990). 

84 On March 27, 2009 I gave a talk in Islamabad on the invitation of the 
Council of Social Sciences. At the end of my presentation a person from 
the audience virulently attacked me for speaking about victims’ experiences 
ofrape and the perpetrators’ retrospective sense of guilt, which I suggested 
as a start to working through the common trauma in order to move beyond 
it. He said that research on the violence of 1971 can be written off in one 
paragraph and since all of mankind is capable of violence it is pointless to 
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probe this specific event, rather we should investigate the psychology of 
mankind that makes it violent. In other words, he was absolving Pakistan 
of the crimes that the men committed in East Pakistan because violence 
inherent in man is the problem and not the episode itself. The wilful 
neglect of history and inability to engage the crimes of community is an 
alarming issue because by hiding under human nature people try to justify 
or distance their actions and not hold themselves responsible or accountable. 
This is not a specific Pakistani problem. In the subcontinent the will to 
hear the crimes that they commit/ed is a major obstacle for research. 
Pakistan and India have fought three wars over Kashmir (1948, 1965 and 
1999). After 1971, the hostilities between India and Bangladesh began to 
surface over issues of illegal migration, water politics, economic strangulation 
and other issues. 

In this lecture of 1882, Renan raised the question: What makes a nation? 
He responds that although nation cannot be based on race, language, 
interests, religious affinity, geography, and military necessity, a nation can 
be made in another site. ‘To have suffered together is of greater value than 
identity of custom houses and frontiers ... for indeed common suffering 
unites more strongly than rejoicing. Among national memories, sorrows 
have greater value than victories, for they impose duties and demand 
common effort.’ In this passage we are made aware of the potency of 
suffering that elevates the victim to a moral position to claim and give 
agency to self and others who share and empathise with the survivors. 
Reproduced in Dahbour and Ishay (1999). 


PART Il: SURVIVORS SPEAK 


3 Victims’ Memories 


Nur Begum and Beauty, Rangpur 


‘I could not even remember my name, who I was, or what happened 
to me.’ 
Nur Begum 


‘I don’t have a human life, even though I may look human.’ 
Beauty 


After several months of research of the documents and records in the 
Liberation War Museum, National Archive, Radio Archive, the 
libraries of the Ain-o-Salish Kendra, Bangla Academy and Dhaka 
University, I remained doubtful about writing a history of 1971 
because in these materials there was no actual story of the war as it 
happened, although the purpose of the documentation was to retrieve 
and preserve the memory of the war. The archivists and staff in these 
institutions made frequent references to the ongoing work aimed at 
collecting and recording everything, such as identification and 
excavation of the killing fields, preparing the list of rajakars and, 
finding survivors to compile their testimonies in oral, written and 
audio-visual formats. This work will be a rich resource for historians 
to probe the story of 1971 in the future but, for my immediate purposes 
in 2001, there was little I could use to start my investigation of wartime 
East Pakistan. I decided that whatever understanding I had to develop, 
had to emerge from the witness-source of survivors, women who 
could tell me what they experienced and could remember about the 
dark days of 1971. 

From discussions with public intellectuals, decorated veterans, 
social activists, and historians, I realised that the majority of the 
survivors had been unceremoniously pushed aside and forced to 
remain silent, leaving no traces to gain access to their experiences 
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nearly 30 years after the war. In the face of this evidence, it seemed 
daunting to undertake oral history research in Bangladesh. But I 
also know that as humans we all have a need to talk; to find words 
even though language may not fully convey experience and to organise 
memories into narrative to voice our silent, unspoken thoughts and 
ideas. 

My first trip outside Dhaka to Rangpur in northern Bangladesh, 
a predominantly Bengali area, confirmed my intuitive conviction 
that survivors of 1971 would be willing to talk. On the second day of 
my visit, I met Beauty who was bursting with stories of her condition 
as a war baby of 1971 that she no longer wanted to keep as a guilty 
secret. Following a group meeting with the cultural association that 
Beauty is a member of, she requested-a private meeting at the home 
of an associate, and she told me her story. Hearing the fluency of her 
speech interspersed with spontaneous outbursts of emotional 
ramblings, I realised that Beauty had told the story to herself many 
times in private; but that she had never told it to another person, a 
stranger at that, publicly before. Hence her story has both a sense of 
continuity and discontinuity and the past is enmeshed with the present, 
but she does not want to carry it into the future since her personal 
history has become her worst liability. 

Beauty told me about her ‘hopeless’ life and marginal social 
identity for being a war baby. Frequently she referred to herself as a 
‘cadaver’. Her agony is that Bengali society, and, more importantly 
for her, her mother has refused to acknowledge her identity. When 
she was a child and lived in an orphanage, she did not search for her 
personal identity because she was surrounded by other orphans, like 
herself. But as an adult, Beauty found that she was suddenly alone, 
transplanted and displaced from a familiar world and thrown into a 
different milieu of people who judged her and reduced her into a 
pariah. She was outcast and shunned from their world. The rupture 
of the interior self-narrative that she had created became obvious. 
Now Beauty does not know how she can mend and make a new 
beginning for herself. In despair she has contemplated suicide as a 
last resort to unshackle and free herself from the inhuman condition 
of her life. If Beauty acts out this thought, it will be a great loss; she is 
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a single voice that forces us to recognise the incalculable loss of human 
dignity. 

Fortunately for us, Beauty wants to give it one more try and 
continue her search for her identity in the hope that a new life is 
possible. She wants to first establish the past, the truth about her 
birth. Hence she wanted me to speak to her mother and excavate the 
truth about her pregnancy during the war. The next day, at her request, 
I met Beauty and her mother, Nur Begum. When they came to the 
government circuit house where I was staying, the staff was very 
obviously uncomfortable, but they could not bar their entry since 
they were my guests. Nur Begum talked openly about the intimate 
topics of violence and rape, although she never named the experience. 
Her descriptions of sexual violence are graphic and horrifying, and 
her speech conveyed the intensity of the pain her body suffered 

I started by encouraging Nur Begum to tell me her memories of 
wartime East Pakistan, but Beauty quickly took over the conversation 
and interrogated her mother with pointed and probing questions 
demanding that she tell the truth concerning her birth. It was an 
unusual and rare moment in my oral history research since this was 
the first and only time, throughout my interaction with survivors, 
that I had the opportunity of listening to a mother and daughter’s 
memories told in tandem. Creating synchronicity in their memories 
was not the purpose of their exchange, rather both of them wanted to 
tell and find a version of a story that was acceptable and useful for 
her. Needless to say, the conversation between them was marked by 
agitated speech, poignant emotions and painful reminiscences. 

Nur Begum maintained one storyline: that she was married to 
Beauty’s father before the war had started and that she was pregnant 
at the time when she was abducted by the hanadar! army who killed 
her husband during a raid. Beauty refused to accept this story and 
told her mother that she had done some personal research and had 
met several of her mother’s companions from the sex camp. Her 
mother did not change her story even when informed by Beauty that 
she was born several months after her mother’s rehabilitation in the 
mental hospital in Pabna (in northern Bangladesh) toward the end 
of 1972, which suggests that she could not have been pregnant before 
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she was abducted. Nur Begum feigned forgetfulness and invoked her 
loss of memory as the reason for not remembering the details, She 
insisted that Beauty should accept her version of the story that she 
had told her—that Beauty had a father who died in the war—and 
make peace with herself and her past. 

Beauty was not satisfied with her mother’s approach to hide 
behind a lie and demanded that Nur Begum acknowledge the truth 
of her rape and admit that she was a child born of rape and not of 
wedlock. She claimed that her mother’s admission of the truth of 
what had happened would free her from social ostracisation and give 
her agency to claim her identity as a war baby. She would no longer 
have to face the taunts of society that had passed judgement on her 
mother for being complicit in the crime of her rape and deemed her a 
prostitute. Her interrogation, however, was fruitless. Her mother did 
not change her story and we ended our discussion without reaching a 
conclusive decision on whose version was the ‘authentic’ memory. 

Nur Begum’s testimony was very complicated both in its 
narrative style and what it wanted to convey. At one level she wanted 
to tell me her story to release the tormenting memories that she had 
lived with, in her mind, since the war. But, at the same time, she did 
not want to open herself and her memories to scrutiny. There were 
sudden changes in her tone and train of thought during these moments 
of realisation during our conversation. Obviously, there is a private 
and public space in her testimony and she occasionally allows her 
listener to see that disjunction. These and other complexities, the 
chronology of the events and the people she invoked from memory to 
make her testimony ‘authentic’ made the narrative very difficult to 
follow. The testimony is wavering, moving from one moment to 
another, at times without connections between them. It is obviously 
that of a person deeply troubled—the war at one level was an intense 
emotional loss and at another a site of finding oneself within the 
context of a community made up by strangers. In the transformed 
post-liberated Bangladesh, Nur Begum had no frame of reference, 
no family to return to after she emerged as a birangona. 

Nur Begum feels an extreme sense of guilt for her rape. Her 
guilt silences her and she has to make up.a story that works for her 
public account. Her rape, unlike some other victims who were raped 


Victims’ Memories 141 


at home, was a public act. She was repeatedly raped in the camp 
along with other women, so that all those who were present witnessed 
the assault on her body. It dehumanised her and she is terribly 
ashamed. In her testimony she tries to hide that sense of public 
exposure she suffered by creating a new private story of marriage and 
pregnancy to legitimise the memory for her daughter, Beauty. 

Her silence about what had happened to her is a form of 
testimony to protect her daughter from being condemned to live and 
suffer the memories in her life. By telling and retelling her story 
framed within marriage and pregnancy before rape, Nur Begum wills 
Beauty to erase the stories she knows and has found out from the 
other survivors of the sex camp. She wants Beauty to believe in her 
version because Nur Begum knows that this story can be Beauty’s 
currency for survival and creating a normal life, once again. Nur 
Begum does not want to provide concrete details, which she thinks 
will burden Beauty’s life even more. She does not want her daughter’s 
life to be like hers, although it seems to be very similar. By denying 
the similarity Nur Begum thinks she can make it better than hers, 
wholesome and real, unlike hers. She does not want to understand 
Beauty’s desire to know the truth of her rape. Nur Begum is conscious 
of the society and culture that will:condemn her for this knowledge. 
Does her denial really protect Beauty’s life? Does not knowing help 
her? But the discontinuity creates more stress and restlessness in 
Beauty. Knowing the truth will perhaps help her to understand and 
accept. Nur Begum does not think so. She believes that Beauty’s life 
will be better if she closes that chapter and moves away from it. Toward 
the end of our conversation, Nur Begum requested me to help Beauty 
find a job somewhere outside Rangpur, ‘where she can find some 
peace of mind and make her own life’. In parting she said: “Take her 
with you to America. She will be your servant forever’. It was quite 
disturbing that the bleak future that Nur Begum anticipates for Beauty 
to become an exploited and voiceless servant girl serving someone 
else, once again undermines Beauty’s quest for personal liberation 
and finding her autonomous self. 

Beauty despite her despair showed incredible fortitude. She 
refuses to accept the verdict pronounced on her by others, including 
her mother and the Bengali world of Rangpur. She is determined to 
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find the truth concerning her mother’s pregnancy in 1971, which, 
she believes, will help her to reconstruct a self. Will the social collective 
in Bangladesh allow her the search so that she can achieve her goal? 


The mother's story 


My name is Nur Begum. My original village was in Dinajpur. I 
was married in 1971 and was living in my husband’s house. It was 
in Chirirbondor, near the border. The place is called Fulbani, 
Dinajpur ... but when the war started my husband, his brother, 
and father all fled to India. None of the young people could stay 
there. They all went to India. The women were at home. My 
husband used to come to visit us at night and return before dawn. 
In the course of coming and going, my husband was caught. It 
was some time in the middle period, just before liberation. This 
girl [pointing to Beauty] was in my womb. I was caught in the 
middle; it was 15 or 20 days before independence. They killed my 
husband. My husband came home to visit me. The rajakars from 
our village informed the Pakistanis that my husband was at home. 
The rajakars were all Bengali. When my husband came, they caught 
him and tortured him. They hung him from a tree. We had been 
married only one year and he was very young, maybe 20 or 25 
years. A woman came and told me, ‘They have hanged your 
husband and have probably already killed him.’ [ asked her who 
had caught him. She told me, ‘The rajakars’. I rushed to the place. 
I was five- or six-months pregnant then. They shot my husband in 
front of me. Before that they had tortured him in many ways, but 
he did not die. He was reciting verses from the Holy Quran. They 
gouged his eyes, crushed his body, yet he did not die: Then they 
shot him. When he died from the bullet wound, his head had 
leaned to one side. I started screaming and held one rajakar by his 
arm and shouted at him. Then one khan, I mean Pakistani soldier, 
kicked me with his boot. I tumbled forward and fell down. I lost 
consciousness and I can’t remember any more. 

They had caught all my family members. A month before 
this incident they killed my parents. My parent’s village was near 
the town, just one kilometre away. I learned about their death 
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from different people. Those days, people were coming and going 
from everywhere. Especially the Mukti Bahini soldiers were moving 
about, and coming from India and also going there. Beauty’s 
father had also informed me that my parents had been killed. 
There was no one in my parents’ house. It was a wild and desolate 
field, he told me. There were only cows, goats, paddy and rice, 
nothing else, no human beings were alive. There were some dead 
bodies lying around. The dogs, foxes and vultures were devouring 
them. I lost my entire family in the war, my own parents and my 
husband’s family too. 

I was marked with violence in 1971. Look at the bite marks 
on my breasts. When I was first captured, the Pakistani military 
kept me naked. I was unconscious when it happened. When I gained 
consciousness, I was wondering where I was. I did not have any 
clothes on. They had tied me to a chair with my hair, my hair was 
very long. One after another they tortured me. I could not speak. 
My lips were swollen, my face was puffed up and my entire body 
had bite marks. They cut my arms with blades because I was 
shouting. How long could I bear it? Here, look at my right hand. 
I was tortured until independence; they tortured me one after 
another. I saw two dead girls, they tortured even their dead bodies; 
they were dead already. 

[saw many girls in the bunker. There were 50 or 60 of us. My 
sister-in-law was there also, but she died. She died in the bunker. 
She died because of torture; three women died there. I don’t know 
till today how many women died after they were rescued. Some 
women died in the Rehabilitation Centre in Dhanmondi, in 
Dhaka, in the hospital. 

The Pakistanis came in group after group. You seem 
surprised to hear it. They did it in front of everyone. It was wide 
open in the bunker. Nobody was looking at the others. It was a 
condition that no one asked or questioned. The majority was 
young girls; there were no older women there. In my estimation, 
the girls ranged in age from 14 to 22 years. The soldiers cut the 
girls hair short so that they could not strangle themselves using 
their hair. Their arms were smashed, so they could not raise their 
arms, [showing her own left arm], my arm was also smashed. 
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Because my husband was a freedom fighter, I was tortured 
relentlessly. They used to say ‘Mukti, Mukti’. My arms and legs 
were smashed. They tortured me terribly. 

They tied me down. I could not even move my head in any 
direction. I saw the girls who were in front of me, but I could not 
turn and look if there were others. They had stretched my hands 
and legs wide apart, just like being in a sitting position, so that 
they could use me. They kept me in that position. On the day of 
liberation, I was tortured brutally. On that day, in the bunker I 
could hear the sound, ‘Bangladesh, Bangladesh, independent 
Bangladesh.’ The khans could not come that day to me, from 
3.00 a.m. they could not enter the bunker. The Mukti Bahini 
soldiers were pouring hot water inside the bunker. They thought 
that there were khans in the bunker. Then they heard us shouting, 
‘Help us, save us, fathers and sons, please save us.’ They turned 
the bunker upside down and found us without any clothes. The 
freedom fighters took off their shirts and hid our nudity. They 
were looking away from us. I was in a daze, I didn’t know anything, 
I didn’t have sense, I didn’t have the sense where I was being taken, 
where I was brought, and what they were doing. 

The freedom fighters who rescued me also arranged for my 
treatment. I was in Dhanmondi, in the Rehab Centre for five to 
seven months, but I don’t remember anything, how the days and 
nights passed. I was not in a normal condition. People used to 
come to see us. There were many foreigners, some well-known 
and renowned people of Dhaka, ministers, etc., came to visit us. 
They used to bring us food and they also took care of us. They 
arranged for our treatment. From there I was taken to Uttar 
Bongo [in northern Bangladesh]. They sent me to the mental 
hospital, I mean Pabna Mental Hospital. They said ] was a mental 
health patient. I lived in the hospital for five years, I think. My 
daughter was born there. I was pregnant, all this time I was 
pregnant. I was in that hospital for a long time. See the marks on 
my ankle, I was in chains for a long time, I was there for a long 
time, the scar is still there. The doctor said I] would be all right 
slowly, if I would be under treatment. They told me they would 
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not give me electric shocks or put me through any other kind of 
‘torture’. The doctor said, ‘She should live the way she wants, do 
whatever she likes, no one should stop her.’ I was suffering from 
memory loss. 

The doctor in Pabna Hospital advised that I should be 
integrated with people and given regular work with others. ‘Work 
will help her to forget, she will forget her past and she will be able 
to live her present life,’ he said. The board accepted the 
recommendation, and I was discharged from the hospital. I was 
taken to the Nari Punarbashon (Women’s Rehabilitation Centre) 
from the hospital. I was married off from there. My husband used 
to live in Gaibandha, near here. After marriage he started to 
torture me, after he got a job because he had married a birangona. 
The government gave him a job for rehabilitating me, a birangona. 
After he got his job, though, he threw me out of his house. I went 
back to my father’s house, but no one was there. 

I used to roam about here and there. I went to Harun sahib 
and other freedom fighters and appealed to them to help me. 
People used to bother me a lot; I could not go to my village because 
no one would talk to me. I could not show my face to anybody. I 
used to roam about with the child. Her grandfather and 
grandmother didn’t give me shelter. I used to cry a lot. Harun 
Rashid, he was a freedom fighter, was Assistant District Collector 
then. Based on the recommendation of the doctor from Pabna 
Hospital, Harun Rashid and the freedom fighters who had rescued 
me sent an application to the Civil Surgeon of Rangpur, and I was 
given a job. This happened in 1976-77, I don’t remember exactly. 
After I got a job and I was somewhat normal, I looked for my 
daughter. I found her in the Gaibandha orphanage. But I could 
not bring her from there. I was always at work and I was living in 
another place, in Rangpur, and Beauty was in another place, in 
Gaibandha. They had sent her to an orphanage when I was in the 
Pabna Mental Hospital. 

Now with this daughter of mine, with Beauty, too, it is the 
same situation. I brought her back, when I was released from the, 
hospital. I brought her back from the orphanage. A man had 
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married her forcibly, but after he found out about her father’s 
identity he abandoned her. I tried with all my might to save her 
marriage. I screamed and shouted that her father was Mahmud 
Chowdhury of PG and he died, but he would not believe me. 

He said, ‘I have come to know that she is the daughter of 
khans, she is the daughter of several fathers, there is no trace of 
her fathers, and the whole of Bangladesh is her father.’ 

My daughter doesn’t have a family, she has two children, 
but she still doesn’t have a family. I tried to help her. I told her 
husband, ‘I will not have any contact with her since I am a bad 
person, but my daughter is innocent, she was a child. She doesn’t 
know anything. Does she have any fault? She doesn’t have any 
fault, why are you treating her like this? Let her have her children 
and family back.’ But they broke the marriage. What do I do with 
this girl? I got married again, but she can’t live with me and my 
husband nor does she have her own family. 

My present husband is a non-Bengali. He used to live in the 
Bihari camp before. Since he married me, he moved out of there 
and bought a piece of land. He built a house for me. I hope that 
Pll die in his hands. My husband says that what I suffered was for 
the country. The country had done this. He makes them 
understand that it was not an intentional thing that girls did. 
They did not go there willingly. It just happened. I was forced to 
go there. I should not be blamed for what happened to me. 

Regarding Beauty he does not say anything. I’m in great 
distress because of this girl. She has no happiness in her life nor is 
she able to take care of herself. She does not have a job. I have 
tried my best to get her a job. I knocked on every door and asked 
everyone I could think of to help her. I went to Dhaka and pursued 
many ministers. But everyone wants bribes. I have sacrificed my 
life, my dignity, my entire family was martyred; not a single person 
from my family is alive. I have high blood pressure and I am 
suffering from heart disease. I may die any moment. Since she is 
an accomplished artist, she has learned music and dance, and is 
involved in a cultural organisation and some of the people in the 
group help her. She lives on charity. She is a helpless orphan. 
Allah has given her beauty and an able mind and body. But she is 
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not blessed with family. She suffers because I, her mother, was a 
birangona. They reject her because her mother was taken by the 
Pakistani military and tortured? When I tell people that I did not 
go there intentionally, they refuse to believe me. What can I do? 

Nowadays, many people have forged documents and they 
claim to be freedom fighters with fake certificates. There are many 
fake birangonas. lam an original birangona. My name is not included 
in any gazette. I don’t have any record. All my papers and 
documents have been destroyed. A fake freedom fighter promised 
to.marry me, to create a family with me. They got us married and 
he was given a government job, which he continues to enjoy. He is 
living happily with his wife and children, but I couldn’t enjoy the 
same benefits or have a family with him. My child has suffered. 
Tell me what kind of country is this? People laugh at me, they jeer 
at me. Where can I get peace? It would have been better if I had 
died then. It is fruitless to live in this Bangladesh. Has it produced 
any result for people like us? I am asking you. Do you think this 
country will do anything good for us? I am expressing my inner 
sorrows to people like you. Even as I am talking to you, you can 
see that my daughter is feeling disgraced. People mock her that 
she is the daughter of a birangona. But do they understand what a 
birangona is? Why she became a birangona? To fight for our 
freedom, to protect our country I became a birangona. 

You can see, Beauty keeps asking me why I gave her up to the 
orphanage. I had no choice. I was in the mental hospital, and she 
was born there. I had to give her up because I had no family who 
could take care of her. I could not even remember my name, who 
I was, or what had happened to me. Why don’t you try to 
understand this, Beauty? Now I can’t remember whether you were 
born in Dinajpur Hospital or Pabna Hospital. Beauty was born 
before my marriage to my second husband, which is all I can 
remember. I want her to believe me, but she refuses. I don’t know 
what to do, how I can help her? I don’t know what will happen to 
her? Can you help her get a job somewhere where she will find 
peace? Take her with you to America. She will be your servant 
forever. 
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Beauty's story 


I can’t live well; I can’t make my living. Wherever I go people 
want to make use of me. They think my mother had a poor 
character and I was born due to her disgrace, so they want to 
exploit me now. This, in short, is my. life. I have no house, no 
family; I want to do some work, but I can’t find a job. Where do I 
go at this time? What do I do for a living? What do I do with my 
life, my time? I can’t seem to find an answer. I am struggling with 
my life and I am facing a lot of challenges. Sometimes I have food 
for two days, and the next day I starve. I am living my life without 
direction or a sense of security. My mother does not want to see 
me or spend time with me, she is afraid. She doesn’t want to 
recognise me as her daughter. I have no identity. I keep on 
thinking who is my father, where is he? My mother can’t tell me if 
I have any relatives. I would go to someone who cared for me. But 
I have no one. My mother told me a few things about her life 
taefore I was born. She told me that my father was a good person, 
he was a soldier. My grandfather was a very pious man, and the 
people in the village used to respect him a lot. But in the war all of 
them were killed. 

My mother was very young in 1971; she was married to my 
father at an early age. I have heard that she was very beautiful, 
everyone used to be amazed at her beauty; she was like an angel. 
She has grown old now, yet whenever I see her, .I smile with 
happiness. Whenever she wears something nice, she looks pretty. 
After father’s death, she had to struggle a lot. I believe many men 
wanted to marry her forcibly. Many tortured her. 

Circumstances made her marry a Bihari man. What can my 
mother do? She is an orphan; I am also an orphan. I, too, have no 
one. My mother has two daughters with her present husband, 
but I can’t visit them. My stepfather doesn’t allow it. He doesn’t 
allow it because in the eyes of society I am not acceptable. There 
are a lot of rumours about my birth; many people have said a lot 
of nasty and horrible things about my mother. She sent me to an 
orphanage soon after I was born, I believe. I grew up in the 
orphanage. My mother was rehabilitated-by the government after 


Victims’ Memories 149 


the war. As a result of it she is known as a birangona, and I am 
treated like a pariah. Everyone sees me and my mother externally. 
They think we are bad women, but inside us there is so much pain, 
humiliation, history, no one ever thinks or writes about these 
issues, they just say that she had lived her life like a sex worker and 
that is my origin. Even if my mother shouts a hundred times that 
she was married and I was her husband’s child, no one believes 
her, and because of this mistrust, my own family broke up. My 
husband divorced me. He said that he did not want to live with 
me because I am a daughter of a prostitute. Now I am in this 
condition, without home or family. 

My husband had married me without knowing about my 
mother’s experiences in the war. He knew that I had a stepfather. 
My stepfather told my husband, “We don’t know who Beauty’s 
father is. | married her mother after Beauty’s birth.’ Actually, my 
present stepfather is my mother’s third husband; she was 
previously married to another man who was selected by the 
women’s group that rehabilitated her. My mother married her 
second husband when she regained her mental stability after her 
rehabilitation. At that time, I believe, she did not remember 
anything. When she returned to a normal state, she didn’t even 
know that I was her child. But she remembered that she was 
pregnant before she had gone mad. So she enquired about the 
baby and asked where I was. She learned that she had given birth 
to me while she was in the Pabna Mental Hospital and because she 
was not in a state to take care of me, I was sent to an orphanage in 
Gaibandha where I grew up. 

From the beginning my new stepfather, my mother’s third 
husband, knew all about my mother’s experiences in the war. But 
he accepted her, although her second husband had left her. He is 
a good man, if you meet him, you will also realise that. But due to 
this society, he thinks he cannot accept me. He has accepted my 
mother although our society does not accept it. But he does not 
want his daughters’ families to interact with me because he is 
afraid it will cause problems for them and their families may break 
up because of me. When I visit my mother’s house he tells me, ‘I 
am happy to see you have come to visit your mother. Please stay 
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and eat with us.’ But he never encourages me to stay beyond the 
meal. 

Neither my mother nor her husband is bothered where I go, 
what I eat, whether I have food or not; they don’t care about that. 
When I am with them they talk to me nicely; there is no problem 
to be nice in words. My mother goes on tolerating everything 
silently. There is nothing that she can say now. She can’t hide 
from her life story. People look at us as bad women; especially 
they look at me as deviant. I am ‘bad’, ‘fallen’ in their eyes. I don’t 
have a human life, even though I may look human to you. I have 
no shelter or shade over my head, there is no one, there is no way 
I can work and make my living. There is no one to help me, to give 
me work; I have nowhere to go. 

You were asking me about my marriage and husband. 
My husband burnt me with cigarettes [she points to several wound 
marks on her arms and neck]. He burnt both my hands. My 
husband tortured me; he used to beat me and once left me in a 
sewage drain. He thought I was dead and left me there. A passerby 
found me and took me to the hospital. This happened six or seven 
months back. I went to the police station to register the case. But 
no one is interested to help me get justice. 

I was married in 1990. My husband saw me during a cultural 
performance. I sing Rabindra Sangeet’ and I was singing for the 
orphanage in the show. I was still living in the orphanage because 
I had nowhere to go. I was 18 years old or so then. He liked me a 
lot and proposed marriage to me. I was married off from the 
orphanage. Initially, he did not know anything about my mother. 
After 10 years he found out about her. He was very upset. I had 
two sons by then. He decided to abandon me and forbid me from 
having any relationship with my sons. He took me to Dhaka and 
sold me there. It was a brothel. He said, ‘Your mother is a whore, 
and you are one, too.’ I escaped from the brothel and came here. 
But no one wants me. I don’t have any place to go. Where will I go 
now? I wish the government would allow me to stay in the 
orphanage again. 

Where will I stay now, I am just left in the street. I am tortured 
by the street boys day after‘\day. When I went to the police station 
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to complain about my husband and his abuse, the officer told me, 
‘You can’t pay the money we need to take interest in your case, 
but can you make us happy ... can you make us happy with 
something else?’ 

I asked, “What is something else?’ 

They said, “You don’t understand anything? All right, we 
will send a man in the evening, you come with him.’ 

I thought that some other officer might be willing to listen 
and they wanted me to meet him to request his help. Hence they 
are encouraging me to go and meet this man. 

When J arrived there, there were many men and they started 
saying indecent things to me. I protested and asked them why 
they were doing this to me, why they were not interested to help 
me. They said, “Will you be able to pay the money? If you can’t 
please us with other means leave at once.’ They called me all kinds 
of insulting names and forced me out of the office. I went to the 
superintendent of police and informed him what his men had 
done to me. Nothing happened to them, and no one punished my 
husband for abusing me. 

In this society, either women like us have to go to the police 
station with a huge amount of money to file a case, or women like 
us have no other options but to commit suicide. Those who don’t 
have anyone on earth shouldn’t ask for justice, they should rather 
commit suicide; I think that is the best option. How long can I live 
alone like this? Here my mother can’t take me to her home, and 
society will not allow me to live peacefully; what other option do 
I have? Why are children like me born? 


152 WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 
Firdousi Priyabhasani, Dhaka 


‘It was a nightmare for me.’ 


Firdousi Priyabhasani is a remarkably brave woman who has come 
out publicly to testify to the rape that she suffered during the war. In 
a society such as Bangladesh, where rape is deemed a victim’s problem 
and discussion about it is taboo, Firdousi has demonstrated unusual 
courage in daring to speak out and break the silence. Normative 
Bengali society deems this act of speaking about rape as a transgression 
of social practice, but is intrigued by Firdousi’s story and consumes it 
with the passion of a voyeur. Her testimony of rape is available in 
many different versions and formats, within and outside Bangladesh, 
both in English and in Bangla. In Bangladesh, every discussion about 
sexual violence in 1971 includes a mention of Firdousi’s experience. 
As such, Firdousi has become an emblematic figure; this creates several 
problems in accessing her as an individual person. The established 
story about her rape encroaches on our personal understanding of 
the event and her experiences, 

When I arrived in Bangladesh in January 2001, many people 
recommended that I meet and interview Firdoust. I was very keen to 
hear her story first-hand. In particular, I wanted to engage her on the 
issue of sexual violence as a war strategy. Was rape used to humiliate 
a community or was it directed to make women more vulnerable? 
Did she think that her rapists were acting out nationalism when they 
raped her? How did her family react when she gave a public statement 
about it? How have her social relationships changed since? In other 
words, I wanted to explore through her story how the personal sphere 
of an individual’s life was being reshaped and configured by public 
political acts and speech and also if her story influenced the national 
production of history in post-liberated Bangladesh. How does she 
evaluate society and the state of gender politics in Bangladesh now? I 
was, however, very diffident about approaching her with these queries 
as it seemed like prying, and raised for me several questions about 
research ethics and the outcome of oral history with living subjects. 
But after three months an interview was arranged by a relative of 
hers, Shahriar Kabir, since he was deeply concerned about victims’ 
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empowerment through voicing their stories. Firdousi is an active 
participant in the Ghatak Dalal Nirmul Committee (GDNC), whose 
mission is to fight for justice on behalf of the Bengali victims of 1971. 
I met her that evening and followed this with several more meetings 
in her home. Over time, I came to know her beyond her story, as a 
person and as a friend. 

I still remember the first time we started talking about 1971 
and of her experiences, pain and suffering. In April 2001 in the 
veranda of her house, we were discussing the poetry of Rabindranath 
Tagore, and Firdousi said, ‘Rabindra’s poems are part of our identity; 
we have maintained it despite so many assaults on it, particularly by 
the Pakistanis.’ We moved from this to her personal story. Rabindra’s 
poems helped us to break the silence of the unspoken words that were 
lurking in the background and our conversation about 1971 continued 
for several days. 

Initially, I did not record our conversations but I realised that 
unless I did so I would not be able to tell her story in her words. She 
agreed and said, ‘Of course, you can put everything on tape; I trust 
you will use it well. I am not ashamed to tell you what I’ve suffered. 
I will tell you my story of 1971 for your book, and you can decide what 
you want to include or leave out. You and I will be friends beyond 
this book.” When I transcribed my recordings I found gaps in the 
narrative and returned to Bangladesh in 2006 to meet and talk to 
Firdousi and some of the other women I had interviewed. But she 
was recuperating from major heart surgery and I decided not to burden 
her with my questions. 

The narrative below is produced verbatim (as are all the others) 
but is based on several different segments of recordings over a period 
of many months. Firdousi’s story of pain and suffering, as one will 
find in this telling, does not begin and end in 1971. She tells it as a 
continuous narrative and identifies many different moments of 
‘suffering’. Her memories of violence during the war are deeply and 
intimately entwined with similar previous experiences in her life, 
and she starts her narrative with a story of her parents’ wedding and 
her mother’s unending suffering since then. In her story, her mother’s 
suffering is very much a part of Firdousi’s own life, and she locates 
her sexual victimisation in 1971 within the larger story of gender 
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violence in Bangladesh, which she experienced through her mother’s 
marital agony. 

In the established public representations of Firdousi’s rape in 
1971 it is described as a ‘moment’, qualifying it as the worst possible 
experience that she suffered. Her life before and after the rape is 
unknown to her readers; her entire being is captured and frozen 
within the moment of rape. Firdousi, according to this 
representational trope, must be accessed only as a victim because this 
has become her identity! Her victimhood is critically analysed by 
scholars and the Bangladeshi public, some even questioning if this is 
a fictionalised false portrayal, as Sharmila Bose had recently.argued 
(2007). Firdousi challenges and undoes this reductive and 
dehumanising reading of a false victim in the story she told me. She 
evaluates her life alongside her mother’s as a series of moments of 
suffering, and she recognises that this condition is shared by many 
women in Bangladesh. Rape in 1971 is located within this shared 
condition of women’s sufferings. 

Of course, Firdousi cannot forget the repeated sexual violence 
that she endured during the period of the war. She tries to suppress 
the memory of the gang-rape by the Pakistani officers because it disturbs 
and unnerves her, but she cannot blot out the experience. As she 
recalls it was a moment of total loss, beyond suffering, a moment 
when life itself was suspended for her. But following this horrific 
incident, her relationship with a Pakistani Captain, who she recalls 
as Altaf Karim, became a ‘beautiful’ experience of love for her. One 
may say that Firdousi is a victim of the ‘Stockholm Syndrome’,* and 
her relationship with Altaf Karim must be evaluated through this 
lens. For Firdousi, though, there is no name she can give to this 
relationship, but she has a distinct memory of her love for Captain 
Karim and his for her even three decades later. 

Firdousi struggles with the memory of her rape and the pain 
that followed. What troubles her the most, like most survivors, is the 
negativity of Bangladeshi society toward them for suffering rape. 
Firdousi is despised by many in Bangladesh because she publicly told 
her memories of violence. How dare she tell her story and shame the 
moral core of Bangladeshi society, they demand? Firdousi continues 
to defy this social sanction and tells her experiences even though she 
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is shunned and ridiculed by those who are closest to her—her natal 
family. 

What do we learn from this brave woman? I have asked myself 
and come up with a variety of answers. Most importantly, I have 
learned from her the power of telling and defying the silence that 
stifles life. A story cannot encapsulate and tell the entirety of a person’s 
life, but it is the first step toward getting to know the person for 
recognising the shared condition of our lives. Women like Firdousi 
have been able to harness their painful memories to give meaning to 
their experiences and the power of their stories make us grasp that the 
human self is both fragile and resilient, unyielding yet compromising. 
The secret of being human is to accept this condition without passing 
judgement on others who are just like us. Her narrative asks: can 
Bangladeshi society accept my suffering.as theirs and in my survival 
remember the pain of violence they had endured? 


Firdousi Priyabhasani's story 


Exploitation happens when there is economic need. If you do not 
have money, it is your worst crime. I experienced torture due to 
our poverty right from my childhood. My mother did not come 
from a poor family; on the contrary, she was from a rather wealthy 
family. Her father, Abdul Ahmed, was a very successful lawyer in 
Khulna, later he served as a speaker in the Pakistan Assembly. He 
was also a well-known philanthropist. My mother’s marriage was 
arranged by some relatives, and my grandfather agreed to the 
proposal because my father was an educated man. He thought it 
would be a good match for my mother. My father used to be a 
college teacher. Even before the wedding, though, there was a lot 
of tension in my father’s family. His father sent a long list of 
demands to my maternal grandfather. My mother’s family was 
not Syed, like my father’s; hence they demanded from my mother’s 
father a huge dowry to get his daughter married to a Syed groom.° 
The list kept growing. My grandfather wrote back saying that he 
_ was not ‘selling his daughter’, and this made my father’s family 
very angry. They refused to attend the wedding. No one came to 
the wedding. My father showed up at 11.00 p.m. with only a 
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briefcase in his hand. But my grandfather was a very kind man 
and he did not make a scene. He gave his daughter in marriage to 
my father as promised and he gave her many gifts and a huge 
amount of jewellery. But it was not enough for my father’s family; 
they were very greedy. They continued to demand more and more 
things after the wedding. 

Besides his teaching job, my father was involved in cultural 
activities and used to dance in Afrida Bulbul’s troupe. At work, 
he was considered a progressive person and was a champion of 
women’s education. But at home he was a different person. My 
father was given a nice house because of his job in the college. We 
lived in this house when J was growing up. But there was no peace. 
I remember one day, he dragged me out of school and beat me 
with his belt all the way home because he had lost his passport. He 
wanted me to give it to him. He had beaten all my brothers and 
sisters for that. We did not know what a passport was, so we could 
not reply. Our neighbours heard us crying. One of them, a writer, 
Sengupta, intervened and asked my father to stop beating us. My 
father replied to him that it was a family matter, and the man was 
too embarrassed and went away. 

My mother used to.give birth to a child each year, and I had 
to take care of the baby. I used to be sad because I had to miss 
school all the time and would do very poorly in the exams. For 
that my father would beat me mercilessly. Ultimately, my 
maternal grandfather took me to his house so that I could study 
there. My father was such a hypocrite. He used to teach girls and 
tell them that education is very important for women’s liberation, 
but he was against giving me a proper education. I was really 
interested in my studies, but there was no support from my father, 
and I couldn’t bear to see him torture my mother. For my father, 
my mother deserved to have no rights. 

Even after my mother had six children, he continued to beat 
and torture her. Sometimes I think given the torture that my 
mother suffered she should have ended up in a mental asylum. I 
don’t know how she continued to live. You see, Shahriar Kabir’s 
mother is my mother’s sister. Seeing my- mother’s condition, she 
became extremely afraid to get married. She cried a lot at the time 


Victims’ Memories 157 


of her marriage; all the girls of my mother’s generation were afraid 
to get married after they saw what had happened to my mother. 
I want to tell you about a few incidents how my mother was 
tortured because they are the most painful to me. I think you will 
understand my life story and experiences in 1971 better if you 
know what I'd experienced in my childhood. 

When my mother was pregnant with her seventh child, our 
father left us for six or seven months; no one knew where he was. 
We were staying in my paternal grandparents’ home in Faridpur. 
I was eight years old then. At 6.30 a.m. my mother started having 
labour pains. She asked me to call the midwife, Nirupama Aunty. 
My mother suffered from pain until 8.00 p.m., and my brother 
was born. But my grandparents did not even come once to see her 
and didn’t give us any food to eat that night. My mother’s father 
used to send plenty of money for my mother’s expenses, but my 
paternal grandparents would never give her the money. We had 
nothing to sustain us, so my mother wrote a letter to her cousin, 
who was a police officer in Kustia, and sought his help. He came 
and took us to his home. He created a really pleasant atmosphere 
for us so we didn’t feel humiliated and embarrassed to stay in a 
relative’s home. In the meantime, my mother contacted her sister- 
in-law who used to live in Kustia. She asked my mother to come 
to her house immediately. I protested and begged her not to go, 
but I couldn’t stop my mother. I went to my aunt’s house when 
my mother did not return after a couple of hours. When I reached 
her house, the servant told me that my father was there too, and 
had beaten my mother mercilessly because she had left her in- 
laws’ home without his permission. This was planned by my aunt, 
who had invited my mother to get beaten by my father. When I 
entered the room, J saw my mother was lying in bed, wounded, 
and my father was sitting and smoking besides her. He asked me 
to sit with her because she was ill and went away to make some 
coffee. The baby was with the nanny. | told him she wasn’t ill but 
that he had beaten her and I started crying. My mother told me 
she had to suffer because she did not listen to me. When she came 
into the house, her sister-in-law, my aunt, took the baby from 
her, and my father who was hiding behind the stairs started hitting 
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her when she tried to climb the stairs to fetch the baby. From that 
day on, I kind of matured and hardened; I stopped talking to my 
father. 

As a result of this incident, our uncle wired my maternal 
grandfather, who, in turn, sent a person to fetch us. My 
grandfather was serving in the High Court then. He was wealthy 
and could support us. We were seven brothers and sisters, and he 
gave us shelter. But we were not loved. Nobody wanted us there 
except my grandfather. Our uncles were very unhappy that my 
mother had returned to her father’s house and that he was paying 
for all of us. They kept telling my mother that she had to ‘find her 
way’ and plan for the future. We were served the smallest portions 
of food as a gesture that they did not want us in the house. My 
grandfather encouraged my mother to continue her studies and 
bought her numerous books. My mother started studying and 
preparing for her exams. But my father found out and sent a 
messenger to my mother. The person who came on behalf of my 
father pleaded with my mother to return to her husband and told 
her that my father will commit suicide if she did not go back to 
him. He requested my grandfather to give my father another 
chance and assured him that since my father was teaching in a 
college and was a brilliant scholar, he would help my mother 
with her studies and enable her to take the exams. My mother 
went back to my father and was, once again, treated very shabbily. 
Once he threw hot tea on her face in front of his students when 
they were travelling by boat. Whenever my. father called my 
mother to talk to her, we would be very afraid. I and my younger 
brother followed her to make sute she was not beaten by him, but 
my father would chase us away. Soon thereafter, we would hear 
our mother crying and screaming. This is how we grew up, without 
love and security. 

Our father abandoned us when my mother was pregnant 
again with her eighth baby. We did not hear from him for a long 
time but learned that he had remarried. One day all of a sudden, 
‘| met him, and he took me out to a restaurant to talk to me. He 
asked me to tell my mother to return to him. But I told him she 
was not going to come back given the way he had treated her. 
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Also, it was obvious that our stepmother did not want us to stay 
in touch with our father who agreed to it. We lost touch with our 
father. It was very painful to me. We were poor and everybody 
knew it. 

In the meantime, I had got married and was working in a 
school. It was run by the Aga Khan Foundation. I used to earn 
Rs 80 and gave tutorials at home. My husband lived on my income, 
and I supported my brothers and younger sister and my mother, 
who occasionally lived with me. My biggest grief is that people 
took advantage of: me because they saw that I was vulnerable and 
poor. 

Let me tell you one very early incident in my life. I was only 
16 years old, but was married with two children. We had a 
neighbour called Hasan, who used to often call me and tell me 
how beautiful I was and that he loved me. Since I was in desperate 
need of money, I needed Rs 10—can you imagine how poor I 
was—] decided to ask him for his help. He asked me to visit him in 
the evening in his office. This man used to work for a shipping 
office in Dhaka. He invited me to come to his office to take the 
money and promised to give me Rs 50. When I reached his office, 
I found there was no one there; the staff members had left. 
Mr Hasan locked the door as soon as I entered. I immediately 
understood his intentions, but I needed the money to feed my 
children. When he started touching my blouse I felt very 
uncomfortable. I suddenly realised:that he wouldn’t give me the- 
money. I bolted out of the office and started walking; I didn’t 
know where to go. A rickshaw pulled up behind me and I hastily 
got into it. When I told the rickshaw puller that I didn’t have 
money to pay him for the fare, he started abusing and insulting 
me. I offered him my pen. I felt so guilty, I started to cry. 

I met Ahmed around that time. He was such a nice man; 
hence I cannot say anything ill against him. He was also very 
handsome. Lots of women desired him and they hated me because 
he spent time with me. My reputation was sullied because of this. 
Ahmed visited me often in my house and one day he expressed 
interest to live with me. I started to cry and told him that my 
husband was very upset about his visits and we fought every day 
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because of him. As a result everyone in the family was also insulting 
me. Ahmed promised never to leave me. We got intimate and half 
an hour later, Ahmed told me that he had to leave. J couldn’t 
believe it. Only a few moments ago he had told me that he would 
stay with me forever! I was not angry with him, though. I told 
myself that if he is in my fate, he will come back to me. I used to 
love him a great deal and I couldn’t bear to live without him. I 
was shocked when J realised that. 

In the meantime, I had to find a new job to take care of my 
family. At the school run. by the Aga Khan Foundation J now 
earned Rs 100 as salary. But it was not enough to feed an entire 
family—my two children, husband and mother-in-law, as well as 
the domestic help we had at home. They all depended on my 
income. I used to be always hungry and I couldn’t teach well. I 
often fell asleep in the classroom. The children came from rich 
families and they never respected me. They saw me tired and sleepy 
and J always wore the same sari. I could not even contribute to 
the teachers fund to have tea. I was rejected by them, too. 

It was Karamat Ali Shah who had helped me to get the job. 
I was recently married, and my husband was studying in college. 
My husband’s name was Yunus Islam. He was a very good student, 
and I thought I should support him to study further. But I did 
not know how! could help. Incidentally there was a job advertised 
in the District Commissioner’s (DC) Office. The DC was Karamat 
Ali Shah. I applied and was called for an interview. When he saw 
me, I think he realised that something was wrong. He was very 
kind to me and asked me if I had eaten anything. Nowadays it is 
hard to find people who care for others like he did. He told me 
that since I looked too young I wouldn’t have authority in the 
office and no one would listen to me. But I was very keen to get the 
job because it paid Rs 150 as salary for a few hours of work. I told 
him that I was married and had a child who was five days old. He 
felt very sorry for me and referred me to Junaid Sheikh, who gave 
me the teaching job. But J couldn’t concentrate on the job, as I 
told you, because I used to be hungry and always worried about 
money for my husband’s college fees and food and.so on. 

Added to this, was the torture that my mother-in-law meted 
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out to me. Although, I was the only earning member in the family, 
my mother-in-law used to be very cruel toward me, particularly 
when it came to food. She used to hide the food from me. She 
would feed herself, her son, and even the maidservant before 
serving me. She was extremely jealous of my relationship with my 
husband. Often she put a blanket next to him and would lie down 
herself and ask me not to come close to him. Once my husband 
and I went out; I was pregnant with my eldest son. We went for a 
walk and when we came back home we found she had fainted. My 
husband tickled her feet and she jumped up laughing; she was 
pretending and my husband understood it. She forbade my 
husband to drink water if I served him because she accused me of 
having a bad character. He never protested against her dictates. 

I found work in a jute mill as a secretary. Aslam bhai [a 
cousin] was'my entry ticket into the jute mill. It was owned by an 
Aga Khani businessman. Those days I did not know Ahmed. One 
day, he came into the office and demanded to know if I had sent 
his phonogram. I told him that I had a lot of work to do and had 
not sent it. He rebuked me that I was useless and not efficient like 
Miss Banu, to which I.responded that I was not Miss Banu. He 
asked me to make some telephone calls for him, which I did. I did 
not like him at all, at first. 

My husband was very jealous of me. He asked me to borrow 
Rs 500 from Aslam bhai, and I asked him, but he refused me the 
money. Aslam bhai reminded me that I was in this situation 
because I had married into a hopeless family. My continuous 
poverty was the root cause of why men took advantage of me. 
Another time, I needed Rs 100, so I went to a businessman called 
Kalam. He was the husband of an actress called Nazma Anwar. 
He used to come to Khulna, where he had his business. I asked 
him for some money, and he promised to give me the money in 
the evening. When I went to fetch the money from his office, I 
found he was quite drunk. As soon as | entered the room, he 
locked the collapsible gate of the office. He came toward me and 
held me very hard. I started to cry and asked him to let me go. I 
was helpless because there was no way to get out of the place. I 
pretended I was a virgin. He derided me telling me that I was not 
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good looking enough for him to rape me. I had seen life very 
closely, even before 1971. 

My husband did horrible things to me. He spread a lot of 
rumours about me. He went to my boss in the jute mill and told 
him that I was eloping with Ahmed and that I wouldn’t be available 
to work in the office any more. Next day, when I went to work the 
managing director called me and told me that he had sacked me 
because my husband did not want me to work there. Although I 
had worked there for four years, .I had no recourse. I never received 
my provident fund or termination salary. ] had taken so much 
salary advance in the past that there was no money left in my 
account. Thereafter, I got my divorce. My husband called me 
many times, but I refused to return to him. I had been married to 
him for 10 years. But he never worked for a single day to earn 
money to take care of the family. He never bought me anything 
and depended on me for every expense. There was no point 
returning to a man like him. 

I called an old contact of mine in the office, Jahangir, and 
asked him if I could have my job back. I had known Jahangir for 
12 years, and he used to refer to me as Baji (sister). He advised me 
to go to the office and talk to the officer there. I was not certain if 
the office was open then. This was after March 25, 1971, after the 
initial military action in Dhaka. Many people had fled, and even 
Khulna was quite deserted. Jahangir’s wife had also left with his 
three children. He told me “Baji, I will take you to the office since 
it is not safe for you to go alone.’ But I told him I preferred to take 
a rickshaw because I was not comfortable sitting on a motorcycle. 
He gave me the address of the house where I had to go. I had seen 
this house many times. In fact, every evening on my way back 
from the office I used to look at the house. It was a beautiful old 
house. When I entered the house, I saw there were glasses of whisky 
and other kinds of booze lying around. It seemed that the owners 
were not there. Jahangir was there with a couple of other men. He 
hit me on my face and nose and boxed my ears. I was taken aback; 
I couldn’t understand what was happening. They told me, ‘Let us 
have some fun.’ I was very angry. I kicked one man and asked him 
to make room for me so that I could leave. He yelled at me. He 
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was very offended that I insulted him and it hurt his ego that a 
woman had kicked him. I told him the irony was that I could not - 
even afford to buy slippers, and he was expecting me to amuse him! 
I told him not to trouble me as I was not in a mood to have fun! 

The gang-rape happened later. I returned to my job because 
I had no other way of supporting myself and my family. They 
dragged me into a taxi. There were four or five people who raped 
me all together. It was a nightmare for me. I become unconscious 
when I think about it. Although I try hard to forget the incident, 
my mind is free and it does not let me control it. Even today when 
I go out alone in a rickshaw if there are two or three boys together 
I ask the rickshaw driver to move faster. It was a nightmare for 
me. When I was not co-operating with them, they opened both 
the doors of the car. They started rubbing Vicks on my private 
parts, which, you know, can be dangerous. They could not find 
soap and they started cursing and swearing. These men were 
officers of the Pakistan Army, mostly Captains. The others below 
the rank of Captain were worse. 

There was an officer among them who helped me after the 
gang-rape. His name was Altaf Karim and he served in Brigade 
121. He came only one and a half months before the independence 
of Bangladesh, at least, that is when I met him. If he had come 
earlier, it would have been better. I would have been more sincere 
and married him. I still have feelings for him. I was 22 and he was 
30 years old. We loved each other very much. He was willing to 
take responsibility for my children and support them. He was an 
ethical person. When he left me for the last time, he gave me a 
salute and told me, ‘Maybe, I will be killed.’ I never saw him again. 

But first let me tell you more about the gang-rape. It was 
after 3.00 a.m. or so at night. They had tried to rape me for two 
days before that night. As I said earlier they applied Vicks on my 
private parts. They gagged me, and it nearly suffocated me. So | 
indicated to them that I would co-operate with them if they 
uncovered my mouth. I begged them to finish their business fast. 
They were driving and stopping and raping me. They tried in 
Prem Bagh and Picnic Corner. It was near Jessore, before Bakchor. 
In the picnic ground a guard was there so they couldn’t rape me 


164 WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


there. They were really enjoying it, it was obvious to me, but J was 
nearly dead. Once they stopped the car and dragged me out. They 
pulled me by my hair. It hurt so much J couldn’t think whether it 
was happening to me or someone else. They kept shouting at me, 
‘You are a Hindu. You are a spy.’ I used-‘to wear a bindi in those 
days. They asked me to surrender and admit that I had committed 
murder. I refused to do so. 

I was not a nationalist or anything like that. I did not even 
love my country’then. I was struggling to stay alive being raped 
by five men. At home my condition was no better without a 
husband and with three children that I had to provide for as well 
as my mother, brothers and younger sister. Where was the time 
for me to think about nation and freedom? Neither was I that 
intelligent to understand politics. But I refused to say I had 
murdered someone, when J hadn’t. I said, ‘Take me to court.’ 
There was one person in the group who helped me. He was very 
nice and also very clever. After they gang-raped me, they took me 
to a bunker. They showed me the women who were kept there; 
their condition was truly terrible. They were living in filth, in a 
hell, so it appeared to me. They told me, “We will make you like 
them if you don’t co-operate.’ There the women were raped by 
rank and file soldiers, and the condition of the women was 
inhuman. But I told my perpetrators that they can do anything 
to me but I was not going to admit to having committed murder. 

The officer who had taken pity on me decided to deal with 
the situation. He told his fellow officers that he would handle me 
and get the truth out of me. Actually, he used this ruse to protect 
me. I was thus spared from gang-rape again. I became his lover, 
and, believe me, it was really love. My younger sister, who lived 
with me, knew about it, but she was very emotional and wanted 
to commit suicide when she heard what had happened to me. She 
started screaming and shouting, but I took a sari and shut her 
mouth. I had another sister; she was shameless. She went to the 
Pakistani army officers of her own will. No one raped her forcibly. 
Now she refuses to talk about it. She thinks it will ruin her elder 
daughter’s life. I told her it may be a blessing because her husband 
does not respect her. I am telling you all this now because the time 
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has come to reveal the truth. I did not tell all this in the testimonies 
I had given before. Most of the time, my interviewers did not 
want to hear the whole story. They only wanted me to tell them 
about the rape. They refused to hear beyond that. 

Life after my gang-rape did not change much. I continued 
to work in the office but I was not forced to have sex. Everyone 
teased and insulted me, though, on account of my rape, including 
my ex-mother-in-law and ex-sister-in-law. The Bihari men in our 
neighbourhood used to follow me to work and tease me all the 
way to the office. Even the Aga Khani men did not spare me. Some 
army officers came to my office and asked me to serve them too. 
When I refused to speak to them, they started calling me all kinds 
of names. Altaf Karim protected me, and I was his lover. But I 
also loved Ahmed. He had left me a few months before this 
happened. He was frightened, I think. He went to the village, and 
I was grief-stricken. If I were in his shoes, I would have never left 
him, but he left me. What could J do? I could have run away from 
Khulna but I did not want Ahmed to look for me. I wanted him to 
find me in the place where I always lived and worked. | didn’t 
leave because I hoped he would return. Ahmed never came to 
meet me during this time; he was married and morally obligated 
to his wife. He called me a couple of times and | told him that I 
didn’t need an apology and hung up the telephone. He had 
nothing else to say. 

After 1971, I was considered ‘number one’ prostitute in 
Bangladesh, at least, by my family. I was not.allowed to attend 
wedding ceremonies because they considered me inauspicious. 
The only person who did not say anything rude and mean to me 
was my mother. She was a broad-minded person and as she was a 
widow she depended on me. She did not want to create bad feelings 
between me and her. After her death when I read her diary, I 
found that she had written about me that I had never hurt her in 
her life. For me that is my greatest achievement that I had never 
hurt my mother. 

The first time I came out publicly about my victimisation in 
1971 was in.1999., It took me 20 years to regain some sense of self- 
respect and be able to talk about it. People didn’t like to hear 
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about it initially. Strangers used to call.and insult me asking me 
the price for my service. My mother was alive when my first 
interview came out in a magazine called Bichitra. She looked at 
the article, but she did not say anything. She could not speak 
because she had had a stroke. I was encouraged to talk about my 
experiences by Hamida Hussain. She called me to her office and 
told me, ‘You have worked so well in the Taslima case, please 
collect a testimony of rape in 1971.’ Later Shaheen Akhtar, who 
also worked in the Ain-o-Salish Kendra office, called me. She told 
me that they could pay Rs 50,000 for the testimony.® I told them 
that I would try and find out if someone would testify about their 
rape. I told myself, ‘Apa, does not know that there is darkness 
below the lamp.’ I went horne and thought about it. You know, I 
was always in need of money, and Rs 50, 000 was a lot of money 
that they were offering. I convinced myself that I would tell them 
my story in the third person as if it had happened to someone else 
whom I knew. Thus, I would protect my identity. I had not yet 
really come to terms about the rape to publicly talk about it. 
While recounting the story to Shaheen, the next day, however, I 
started to cry at some point and I used my name rather than the 
other person’s. Shaheen immediately noted the slip and 
encouraged me to tell my story. I told her and Hamida Apa, and 
they helped me to tell my story to the magazine. I told them then 
and I will tell you now that what I regret most is what happened 
to women after 1971. I cry for our lives post-1971. We were 
physically assaulted in 1971, but after 1971 we were both physically 
and mentally assaulted. Today, I have no shame to say I am a 
victim. But I continue to ask why are only the victims identified? 
Where are their rapists? Why are their pictures not taken and put 
on the front page? 

Despite the torture I suffered, I still remember one pleasant 
memory. I had experienced the love of one man during this horrific 
ordeal. There is no ego or pride in love, and I want to talk about 
Altaf Karim’s love for me, but in Bangladesh no one wants me to 
talk about it. I have to tell an incomplete story of 1971 every time 
I give an interview. This is the first time I am telling my entire 
experience before and after 1971. 
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Taslima's Mother, Dinajpur 


‘They came from behind, I became unconscious.’ 


T arrived in Dinajpur, in north-west Bangladesh after spending several 
days in Saidpur ‘following my extended stay in Rangpur, my first 
research site. In Saidpur, I set up meetings with several different 
groups of journalists, local activists representing different community 
and group interests, as well as schoolteachers and administrators to 
enable me to undertake research there. They facilitated my meetings 
with a number of survivors who represented the Hindus and Muslims 
from the Bengali and Bihari communities. Women told me a variety 
of stories concerning 1971; each conversation was heavy with sorrow. 
The stories of violence that women told were horrific and painful to 
listen to. Sexual violence, women recalled, was rampant during the 
war. Listening to them day after day, I came to the conclusion that 
almost anyone in Saidpur could tell me a story because the people of 
that town and the neighbouring villages—the Biharis, Marwaris, 
and Bengalis; Hindus, Muslims and adivasi tribals as a whole had 
suffered. They are all survivors and witnesses to violence. 

The men in Saidpur were victims and perpetrators of violence; 
some colluded with the Pakistani soldiers to victimise Bengalis, and, 
in turn, some Bengali men assisted the Mukti Bahini guerillas to 
attack non-Bengali Bihari communities. Muslims threatened Hindu 
Marwaris who were mostly involved in local businesses, many of 
whom fled to India, and they reported their experiences with a great 
deal of exaggeration in Kolkata leading to a deepening rift and 
increased violence between the Hindus and Muslims in India. The 
distinction between good and evil, victim and perpetrator became 
blurred and murky for me in Saidpur. It was an awful realisation 
that depressed me, and I found it difficult to continue the project of 
collecting women’s memories. But there were many in Saidpur who 
believed in my project, and they urged me to continue and move on to 
Dinajpur, both for a change of scene and to meet with different groups 
of women who may have diverse stories to tell. 

In Dinajpur, I did not have established contacts. In searching 
for local groups to start my work, I decided to visit the office of the 
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local district administrator. Also, I needed to find suitable 
accommodation for our stay, Being of Indian descent did not help my 
situation. Dinajpur shares a border with India, and, I suspect, 
unpleasant border politics and clashes between border security 
personnel have penetrated and poisoned neighbourly relationships 
in the region. The district administrator was almost hostile toward 
me and was further irritated when he learned about the purpose of 
my visit—to meet survivors of sexual violence of 1971. He muttered 
about it‘... being a waste of time.’ Unwillingly, he provided me 
accommodation in a government guest house that was generally used 
by lower-level security personnel and trainers. I suppose he deemed I 
deserved to stay with ‘ordinary men’ because of the ‘ordinary’ nature 
of my research project.’ Hence, although I had intended to spend an 
extended period of time in Dinajpur, I could not do so. 

In Dinajpur there is a great deal of movement of both people 
and goods. Both formal and informal sectors of the economy are 
thriving and generate brisk commerce across the border. A sense of 
busyness and chaos permeated the town, and anonymity marked 
most interactions, or so it seemed. It was difficult to engage people, 
particularly about the events of 1971.8 Whoever I spoke to said they 
had not been in Dinajpur town during the war but had fled to their 
village. It appears that violence during the war was intense, and the 
town came under siege due to heavy fighting between the Pakistani 
soldiers and the Mukti Bahini guerillas. 

__ I sought the assistance of the Women’s Affairs Office to meet 
survivors of 1971. The staff was friendly, but lax and indifferent to 
my request, because in their frank opinion it was useless to try and 
locate survivors three decades later, since most of them had moved or 
passed away. After a great deal of persuasion and repeated requests, 
the officer gave me Taslima’s mother’s address and I finally located 
her in western Dinajpur district in a village close to the border. 

Rafi and I went by bus and then a rickshaw to reach the village 
where Taslima’s mother lived. It was a long way to her home. She 
was living with her daughter at the time I met her. En route, as we 
walked through what seemed like a desolate byroad we met an elderly 
man who took us to her house. We learned that he was Taslima’s 
mother’s husband. He explained to her the purpose of our visit, to 
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listen to her experiences in 1971. Thus we were spared an awkward 
entry and a long explanation regarding our visit. 

Taslima’s mother is a young woman in her early 40s, but her 
husband is considerably older. Their age difference is evident and 
striking. Initially, she was reluctant to speak to us, although she 
welcomed us and asked us to sit outside and talk to her. With some 
more encouragement from her husband, she finally invited me inside 
to talk but did not. ask Rafi to come in which was quite 
understandable. 

Although Rafi and I had travelled together throughout 
Bangladesh, during conversations with women Rafi generally had to 
excuse himself. Women were generally reluctant to speak in the 
presence of a man about their memories of sexual violence. For Rafi, 
too, it was embarrassing because most of these women represented 
his mother’s generation. Usually when Rafi and I went to a village, 
our visit would spark much curiosity, particularly from men who 
were very anxious to know about ‘the purpose of our visit’ and his 
relationship with me. He had to pose as my brother because in rural 
Bangladesh it would not be acceptable for a man and a woman who 
are unrelated to be travelling and spending time together. To them it 
was not important that I was several years older than Rafi who was 
simply an academic colleague. Rafi therefore had to give a ‘normal 
version’ (Rafi’s term) of my research as a historical project about 
1971 and present me as his sister. Often, at the end of the day Raft 
would tell me of the ‘happenings outside’, while I spoke about the 
‘inside’. Generally, the men’s curiosity veered on. hostility, but Rafi 
managed to stave them off by telling them about Dhaka, his university 
experiences, and other stories. In our meeting with Taslima’s mother 
although the atmosphere was not charged, Rafi excused himself and 
talked with her husband instead. 

The house was made up of several free-standing thatched and 
mud-baked rooms. Each room served as separate quarters for the 
families living there. Taslima’s parents’ room was separate from 
hers. On seeing me going into her mother’s room, Taslima went 
inside hers. On learning that I was planning to write a book about 
women’s memories Taslima’s mother was very excited and told me 
that she had hoped that someday she would be able to write the story 
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of her life, but she was demoralised after she lost her diary in which 
she had recorded her story ‘as it had happened at that time.’ We 
talked about several other issues in the beginning, including my travels 
in Bangladesh, her visits to her relatives’ hore in India before the 
war, and her general memories of the place and people before 1971. 
Although it was late in the afternoon by then, and it was a long trek 
from the village back to Dinajpur town, I did not want to leave without 
hearing her story. She struck me as a person who had a great deal to 
say, but was not ready to tell it yet. 

‘I don’t know why, but I want to tell you about my experiences 
in 1971’, she blurted out suddenly. ‘I want you to call my daughter to 
listen to what I have to say. She needs to hear it. Her husband is not 
here now, so she has some free time. She has never understood me 
and has blamed me for many things. She does not know my suffering.’ 
I walked over to Taslima’s quarters and asked her to join us. She 
hesitated for a moment and then agreed. 

We sat and talked till late into the evening. For over two hours 
her mother told her story; Taslima listened but showed no emotion 
at all. When her mother finished, Taslima stood up and left without 
saying goodbye to me. In the meantime, her younger brother who 
had returned from work came in to greet his mother and our 
conversation came to an end. It was dusk when Rafi and I said goodbye 
to Taslima’s parents and were very fortunate to find a rickshaw to 
take us to the bus station. 

Taslima’s mother’s story is no different from many others that 
I had heard in rural Bangladesh. The Pakistani soldiers and their 
local collaborators, rajakars, often went to villages ‘to terrorise the 
people and find pro-liberation supporters to put an end to the anti- 
state activities brewing in these rural areas. On many occasions, 
jealous neighbours called upon the army to ‘pick them up’—pro- 
liberation Bengalis or neighbours whom they did not like, which 
gave the Pakistani soldiers the opportunity to terrorise and humiliate 
the local people by ransacking their granaries, stealing their chickens, 
goats and cows, and, worst of all, sexually abusing any women who 
caught their fancy. Taslima’s mother’s experience is framed within 
this scenario. She was attacked by strangers in her own village, but no 
one defended or protected her from the violence. Rather, all of them, 
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even members of her family, fled from the scene of the crime. The 
sudden, mindless attack, however, had a long-lasting effect on her 
life. In fact, in one moment, her life was changed forever, without 
forewarning. 

Women in Bangladesh who suffered the heinous crime of rape 
during the war have been forced to live with guilt and in silence for 
the rest of their lives. In telling this story, I hope to tell the story of 
many more women whose voices have not been heard in Bangladesh 
because they belong to the nondescript masses. They are neither 
powerful nor confident enough to be able to demand that state and 
society listen to them and provide justice. But if we take a moment 
and listen to their silence, we can hear their painful experiences, 
which to this day haunt and punish them. Their silence forces us to 
question why the victims suffer the punishment for a crime they did 
not commit. 


Taslima's mother's story 


It is no use talking about it now. I am a destitute woman, and no 
one has helped me in all these years. I do not even have a house of 
my own. You have come to meet me in this village, so far away 
from where I normally live. This is my daughter’s house; her name 
is Taslima. I have lived here for five months. Taslima is not the 
oldest of my'children. I have four children: three girls and a boy. 
Taslima was my third child. I have two more daughters staying in 
Dinajpur, in the town. How did you find me here? 

No one has ever approached me to hear my story of 1971. 
They have all forgotten us. Now the country is independent. They 
got Bangladesh because everyone fought and sacrificed for the 
nation. The women sacrificed the most, but no one rewarded us 
for our sacrifices. I went to the Women’s Rehabilitation Centre 
and told them my life story. But no one did me justice. I worked in 
the Mahila Daftar [Office for Women’s Affairs] since the 14th day 
of independence. I went to Dinajpur and stayed there for three to 
four months because I was pregnant. I was only 12 years old then. 
Now I am more than 40 years old. I have suffered all my life. My 
husband used to work for the Rehabilitation Centre, but we earned 
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very little and could not build a house of our own in the town, so 
we have to live here with our daughter for the time being. This is 
not even a village, as you can see. There are no people for miles 
around. When the rains come, we are marooned from the outside 
world. 

My original home was in Paleshbari. My maternal uncle 
was a businessman and used to come to Dinajpur for his work. He 
asked me to go to the Centre which was opened in Dinajpur. The 
incident happened to me in my village. But I have never spoken 
about it to anyone, not even my daughters know about it. I did 
not tell them, and they did not want to hear about it either. I 
wrote everything down in a diary, and I thought someday I will 
give it to my children, maybe before I die, but unfortunately the 
diary got lost. I had kept some money inside my diary. I don’t 
think I should talk about it in front of my children, but I can tell 
you now because they are not here. My son was keeping very bad 
company. I think he was doing some kind of bad things like nisha 
(drugs). He owed the guys money for the nisha but he did not 
have money to pay them back. I think he told them that I used to 
hide some money in my diary. So one day, they came to the house 
when I was not there and stole the diary. I believe they took the 
money and then threw away the diary. What use would they have 
of a diary, but for me it was precious, it was my life story. 

No one has cared about us. It is no use to tell others what 
happened to my life, or what have been the problems with my 
children, and so on. All kinds of horrible things have happened in 
my life. The government has never helped people like me; they did 
not even bother, they could have if they wished. That is the reason 
I am telling you that there is no point listening to my story now. 
What kind of benefit will I get in my old age? What good will it do 
for me even if I get help now? My life was ruined many years ago. 
But you have come from a distant country and have found me in 
this unknown place with the purpose to listen to my story. I would 
feel terrible to send you away without telling you all about it. I 
don’t know why, but I feel like telling you. I want to tell you from 
the beginning. My daughter should also know what I had endured. 


Victims’ Memories 173 


It is time she listens to me. Will you ask her to join us? She will not 
listen to me if I ask her ... 

We went to the Indian border when the war broke out and 
stayed there for a long time. But I was homesick and wanted to 
come back to my village. People in the village told us that khans, 
rajakars, and their helpers were torturing people. I did not know 
who they were, but the rajakars who came to our village were all 
Bengali; they came to torture people with the hanadar army. We 
returned from the border. It was the month of Asin (between 
October and November):in the Bengali calendar, a few months 
before Bangladesh finally became independent. Villagers were 
returning to celebrate Eid. 

My parents were in the village. They had sent me away 
because [ was the eldest among the children; the others were all 
younger than me. My father’s name was Kazibuddin and my 
mother’s name was Rubiya. We were all together in the village. It 
was not far from the India border. 

It was perhaps 10 or 12 days after we had returned that 
rajakars and khans suddenly came to our village. I was sitting by 
the pond and washing dishes. It was mid-day, after lunch. I was 
on the other side of the pond, and they came from behind me. I 
was facing south, and they came from the north, hence I could 
not see them. My mother saw them and ran away. She couldn’t 
call me. She had to protect herself. There was no time to think 
about me. People were running for their own lives. Everyone was 
only looking out for himself. I shouted and I fainted! I became 
unconscious. 

When I woke up I saw that I was in my house. I came back to 
my senses after four or five hours. It all happened near the pond. 
When I regained consciousness, I saw my mother was looking 
down at me. She kept staring at me, but did not say anything. I 
was having my monthly cycle at that time, and I became ill for 
many days, thereafter. I lost a lot of blood and stayed in bed. 
They told me not to move, and no one talked to me. I got pregnant 
although it was the fifth day of my menstruation. It was Allah’s 
will. I was 12 or 13 then and it was for the first time, I knew nothing. 
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Then my periods stopped. Initially, my parents did not talk to me 
at all. Later when my periods stopped and I told my mother, they 
asked me what had happened. It had happened to me only once. 

- The rajakars, Punjabi, Pakistani and khans? used to come 
every seven to 10 days, and would remain in the village for two to 
three hours. They would go around the village and leave after 
that. Since my father went to work outside the village he never 
saw them come and go. He knew nothing about what had 
happened. When my periods stopped my mother took me to the 
doctor. My blood and urine were tested, and he told me that I was 
pregnant. Our country was independent by that time. My mother 
sent for her brother who used to live in the town. He told us 
about the Centre. He brought me to the town. 

Nobody in our village knew in the beginning that I was 
pregnant. They came to know of it after I left the village. I became 
so ill that they had to take me to Rangpur for treatment; it was 
not possible here in Dinajpur. 1 was taken there after one month 
and the abortion was done 22 or 23 days after I arrived in 
Rangpur.!° It took me one and a half months to recover. My father 
and uncle both became ill due to my condition. They could not 
tolerate what had happened to me. They died soon thereafter. I 
got the news after two and a half months. That is when I decided 
that I would work here and not return to my village or my home. 
My brothers and sisters were very young, but people in our village 
knew about the incident and they passed obscene remarks and 
gossiped about me. I did not want to go back to the village and be 
dishonoured by them. I also thought there was no chance of getting 
married because of what had happened to me. I had to find 
something to do, find a job and earn so that I could take care of 
myself. But it was Allah’s wish, and my husband who was working 
in the Rehabilitation Centre applied and married me. He knew 
my history. 

We started our married life after the abortion and still today 
we are together. He told me at the time of our marriage that he 
had rescued several girls from a bunker. After the war, many such 
girls were found in bunkers. The bunker in which he found the 
girls was an old depot. This happened soon after the country was 
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liberated. One evening as he was walking by the depot he heard 
some noises, like screaming and wailing. When he peered inside 
the building, he saw many girls in a terrible state. They were mostly 
naked and dirty and were like mad people. He rescued eight girls 
and brought them to the Rehabilitation Centre. 

My husband has been very kind to me, Masha’ Allah.!! After 
I had my children, I approached the office for work. They gave me 
cleaning work to do but the salary was very little. I asked them if 
they could raise it because it was not enough to support a family 
on our meagre income. It was a growing family. So they gave me 
training for one month and put me in the production unit. We 
made small things that were sold in the shop. I worked there for 
13 or 14 years. I had four children by then, three daughters and 
one son. The boy is the youngest and he is 15 years old now. I 
worked in the field and also did embroidery and stitching work 
for the office. 

Many people think that birangonas like me were rewarded 
by the government and that we received monetary compensation. 
As far as I am concerned, I was not given any money under the 
birangona programme. My office, which is the Women’s 
Rehabilitation Centre, did not help me though I asked Apa (the 
office manager) about my husband’s retirement and if she could 
help us.'? Maybe I asked too late. Throughout the time we worked 
there no one offered to help us in any way. We have no savings. 
The office did not do anything for us, so we had to come here and 
live with our daughter. 

I was not the only woman who went to the Rehabilitation 
Centre. Many other girls and women were there too. Many of 
them were very young. Every day abortions were performed. A 
makeshift clinic was set up and there were many doctors who had 
come from outside. They did the abortions. There was no privacy 
or anything. But no one talked about their cases. Girls were 
strapped to stretchers and taken for abortion. They were like 
cattle. The abortions were done in tents that were set up for the 
purpose. After a few months, I think a couple of months or so, the 
clinic was closed. I know that three girls who came there were 
married off from the Centre. Others were taken back by their 
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guardians. No one came to take me. So I never went back home. 
The first time I returned home was after many years, maybe 10 
years or so. No one recognised me. My mother was alive then. My 
sisters were married and I did not see any one of them. No one was 
interested to meet me, and I did not want to disturb their family 
life. Since then 1 never went back to my village. 

Everything that happened to girls like me was recorded. The 
doctor had the case histories and Apa kept the files. They should 
be still available in the office. You tell me that no one was willing 
to show you the folders. 1 believe that. The office staff is very lazy. 
They don’t like to do any work. They used to order people like me 
to do all the work. ‘Clean this’, ‘Bring this’, ‘Do that’, they would 
shout all day. But we were not paid accordingly. No one cares for 
people like me. Apa died some time back, and the doctor left the 
place. The doctor who was in the clinic was not able to treat me. 
So they had sent me to Rangpur to the Sishu Mangal Hospital 
(Child Welfare Hospital). There were many girls there; I had seen 
some of them. Some of them stayed for a short time, maybe seven 
days or so. Some stayed for an even shorter time than that, but 
the girls who had no home to go to and were ill stayed there for a 
long time. 

I would have liked to work in that hospital if ] was not 
married. I got married in 1972. The food was free there. Although 
I got married, I did not get anything from the government. Please 
note that. My husband actually took pity on me and married me. 
If he had not married me, my life would have been ruined. No one 
wanted me. Even my family turned their back on me. How would 
I have lived? I had very little education. I had studied to grade 
five. But my life was ruined for no reason. 

You are the first person I have spoken to about what I had 
suffered in 1971 and thereafter. No one has ever asked me my 
story. As I told you earlier, I wrote all this down in a dairy, but it 
got lost; it was stolen. I wish I could give it to you now. You would 
have understood everything. There are many other women like 
me. There is one old woman who lives 11 miles from here in a 
small village. It will be very hard for you to go there. There is no 
gravel road to the village. You will have to walk through paddy 
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fields to reach her. I can give you her address if you want, but I 
don’t recommend you should go to the village. I don’t think the 
people there will receive you well. It is closer to the India border. 
I don’t meet her as such, but I get news about her now and then. 
Women like us have to stay together because no one else cares. 
When we get together, we talk about those days. But we don’t talk 
about what happened. I don’t know why. No one encouraged us; 
no one talked to us frankly as you are doing. Even my children did 
not want to hear it. We saw how my daughter behaved when I 
asked her to sit down and listen to my experience. She was so 
reluctant. Because you asked her, she obliged. But you noticed 
how uncomfortable she was. We have kept our silence all this 
time because others did not want to hear it. What good will come 
of it if I speak now? Will I be rewarded for anything? You see, no 
one cares. 

I can’t change what happened to me. But now I want to live 
in a good environment and bring up my children in a good place. 
I want to live with others who are nice and can help us grow and 
progress. I also want to save some money and earn a nice living. Is 
that too much to ask? 
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‘Women aie treated like cattle.’ 


The Bengalis claim 1971 and the trauma of violence as an exclusive 
experience. Public memory is replete with stories of suffering of 
Bengali people, but there is no space to remember the experiences of 
other groups. The most recent storytelling about 1971 is by Tahmima 
Anam (2008) and is based on memories borrowed from her parents 
and their generation of survivors. It creates an evocative picture of the 
war and the coping by Bengali people during and after the shattering 
violence. Anam asks: Who gave the West Pakistanis the exclusive 
right to own Pakistan? Wasn't this nation created with loving care by 
our grandparents’ generation? In her story, she weaves the failure of 
the Pakistan state to deliver its promise of equal treatment to all 
citizens, thus forcing the Bengalis to fight for their freedom. Obviously, 
at the centre of the narrative is memory, memory that is drenched in 
the loss of dignity, although the founding of Bangladesh enables 
some semblance of its recovery. This memory is not a writer’s fanciful 
imagination, it is a story based on lived experiences that are told and 
retold in Bangladesh. The reassembled memories are now available 
in a narrative form, which has been standardised in the last three 
decades since the war. 

The internal private stories of ruptures and confusion of those 
who had actually experienced the violence of 1971 have been neatly 
flattened in the narrative telling and continuity 1s created between all 
Bengali people, then and now; they are all survivors of the same 
trauma. The events of 1971 belong to them, the Bengalis, who can 
remember and tell their version of the story and thus make it ‘their 
history’. Those who are not included within this ‘memory-scape’ are 
condemned as the enemy; there is no audience to listen to the enemy’s 
tale. Who are the enemies of the Bengalis? Whose story is forbidden 
in Bangladesh today? 

When I arrived in Bangladesh to begin my research, I did not 
know of these politics and found it hard to understand why my 
interlocutors were discouraging me from asking questions about the 
experiences of non-Bengali groups in 1971. Their vague responses to 
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why I should not pursue larger a historical framework to include the 
stories of all groups of women in Bangladesh befuddled and confused 
me. No event is unitary, and even though we may talk of an event in 
the singular, it is made up of many disparate parts and components 
that work and interact in multiple ways and are experienced differently 
by the variety. As a historian I am trained to look at details, discover 
the multiple dimensions, and to understand the parts alongside the 
story that appears as a whole. Even if I set aside my being an academic 
historian, my personal experience in 1999 with Rukhsana, a Bihari 
woman whom I met in Camp Geneva in Dhaka, continued to haunt 
me. She had told me in graphic detail about the murder of her parents 
and the attempted rape that forced her sister and her to escape and 
find shelter in the camp where they have lived ever since for nearly 30 
years. 

How could I overlook the experiences of this woman, who like 
the Bengali women, too, had suffered during the war and beyond it? 
I could not be persuaded by the Bengalis that ‘the Biharis were enemies 
of liberation and were pro-Pakistani traitors.’ Hence, although, I 
respected Bengali sentiment and recognised the Bengali position 
concerning their. suffering in 1971, I also had to stay true to my 
commitment to find memories of different groups of Bangladeshi 
women and tell their experiences. Bangladeshi, as I understood it, is 
a variety of people—Muslims, Hindus, Christians and Buddhists, as 
well as Chakmas, Biharis, Jayantias and women of indigenous 
groups. I had to continue the search to find Bangladeshi women’s 
memories, and I was willing to listen to what they had to tell. 

Finding Bihari survivors was not easy. The first problem was 
access to the community. Ostracised as ‘stateless’, Biharis continue 
to live in camps that are ghettoised enclaves. To enter these spaces 
and generate a conversation one needs insider help. My research 
assistants, both Bengali, had grown up with heavy doses of anti- 
Bihari rhetoric. They had never crossed the boundaries of their 
cognitive and emotional worlds to reach out to Biharis and develop 
casual acquaintances. It was a challenge for Rafi, in.particular. He 
had accompanied me on many research trips outside Dhaka. In 
Saidpur, after we found a local person who was willing to introduce 
us to Bihari women living in one of the camps, Rafi tried to dissuade 
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me from visiting them but I persisted. On our return trip from the 
camp, Rafi expresséd his grievances for ‘visiting the enemies’. I 
explained that my task as a researcher was to excavate and find and 
not take sides with the witnesses of 1971. It was not a good enough 
explanation for Rafi, but he conceded to my research agenda. 

The second problem was more daunting: how does one speak 
with women about their intimate memories in public? There is no 
private space in these camps. The rooms that make up their ‘homes’ 
are small six by eight feet windowless ‘containers’ made of flimsy 
materials that are separated by thin walls. The condition in Camp 
Geneva is the worstof all; several generations live together with no 
privacy or space between them. The squalor and inadequate living 
conditions in Bihari camps as a whole gave us a bitter taste of the lives 
of the people living there. The lack of space represented the general 
paucities in their life. It was a harsh realisation, and even Rafi recoiled 
from this first-hand experience in the Bihari camp. 

There are greater difficulties to overcome than dealing with the 
sheer shock of the physical realities of camp life. When I first entered 
Camp Geneva in Dhaka, I learned a new harsh language of camp 
dwellers that drowned me with a cacophony of voices demanding I 
hear them and redress their condition. Yet, when I asked them to tell 
me their story in detail, none of them could create a narrative. Speech 
is associated with sociability, and narrative with continuity. For the 
Biharis living in the rootless world made up of camps, having lost 
most of the members of their families and needing to create new 
associations with camp companions in extreme conditions, the past 
was lost. Most of them could not go back to their lives before they 
came to the camp and the nexus of persons and affections, which had 
made for them a place called home, was now obliterated. In its place 
was a disabling memory of a rupture, and they suffered from the 
brutality of that internal narrative and found recourse in dreams and 
silence. 

First a short word on their dreams. During the war in 1971, 
many of them, or, at least, people like them, the Urdu-speaking 
citizens of East Pakistan, took the side of the West Pakistanis. They 
felt compelled because of their initial impulse to migrate from India 
to Pakistan, which was conceived and created asa Muslim homeland, 
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to remain true to that homeland, as they admitted to me. How could 
they abandon the dream of Pakistan in the face of the threat of its 
dismemberment in 1971? These men felt bound by ‘sacred duty’ to 
qaum (nation) to uphold that promise. In consequence they made 
enemies of their Bengali neighbours, who were struggling to free 
themselves from the shackles of West Pakistani domination. At the 
end of the struggle, almost everyone in the zone of conflict had 
witnessed unspeakable horror and crimes in the name of nationalism. 
The Bihari supporters of Pakistan had lost their place in Bangladesh. 
They joined the retreating Pakistanis and both groups became 
prisoners of war in India. They were repatriated to Pakistan two 
years later.'3 Many more made their way to (West) Pakistan through 
clandestine arrangements as well as official routes of repatriation. 
After April 1974, however, no more Bihari or Urdu-speaking people 
from Bangladesh were officially allowed into Pakistan. 

Those who were stuck in Bangladesh formed .the bulk of the 
camp dwellers, and they linger there in the hope that someday 
Pakistan will repatriate them. The chances of this actually happening 
are very dim and many are aware of it, particularly the children who 
are born and raised in the camps. A young man expressed this with 
great poignancy. ‘They (people of my parents’ generation) keep on 
talking about Pakistan. They will go to their graves without ever 
seeing Pakistan. Who will take them?’ 

As the days have waned and the memory of 1971 has dimmed 
in Pakistan, the camp dwellers have been utterly fargotten. In this 
environment, where no one—neither the Pakistanis nor the 
Bengalis—cares for them, silence has become an expression of the 
bitter truth that no one cares to listen to them, For many individuals 
the memory of the violence they suffered or witnessed is raw and they 
cannot speak of it. There is no story to tell; there is no transcendence 
in speech. Thus for these camp dwellers, the memory of 1971 lives 
silently, without speech, in some recess buried under the filth and 
hopelessness of their lives. The present mocks the past too vividly; 
they escape its taunts in silence. 

We can never be sure what lies behind the silence of Biharis— 
shame, grief, confusion, hopelessness, remorse, and even, perhaps, 
regret. Nevertheless, | continued my search to hear Bihari women’s 
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memories. The majority of survivors could not tell me a story. During 
my initial conversations with camp dwellers in Mirpur and Saidpur, 
I assumed that it was a problem of the individual; she could-not 
expand on her words and tell of her experiences to enable me to 
comprehend what was done to her and her family. But when this 
pattern was repeated in all subsequent conversations with Bihari 
women across Bangladesh, I realised their experiences defy 
verbalisation. The things that were done to them cannot be spoken 
of. But occasionally they told stories of what happened to others, of 
violence they had witnessed. 

Violence belonged to the realm of others and was circulated as 
memory that was not their experience. Initially, I did not understand 
that this narrative plot is a kind of strategy and believed they were 
talking of others’ sufferings, until one afternoon, after a prolonged 
conversation with an elderly woman who told me about the atrocities 
she had ‘witnessed’, her daughter and daughter-in-law confided in 
me that these were her experiences, but she had told them to me as if 
they had happened to someone else. It had become the narrative of a 
stranger. Why do Bihari women do this? 

Living in the midst of so many people, in camps where privacy 
is unheard of, the likelihood that others would hear their story of 
‘ruin’ was very real. The fear of exposure and loss of honour put 
these women on guard and it was not possible to talk about their 
horrific memories. Women hid behind silence, it was a face-saving 
mechanism. In rare cases, they whispered the experience of zulm 
(atrocity) in the war. But they never discussed rape. Everyone they 
knew who was raped had died, they told me. 

Thus only the dead knew the full extent of the violence they 
suffered and now they were mute. The Bihari women who have 
survived are not the victims of violence, this they want us to assume. 
But when I listened to their disjointed, chaotic recollections, I glimpsed 
the conditions and experiences of their horrific violence; words cannot 
capture the tumultuous emotions that enveloped the event and left 
them without words to remember it. Some of them are still trying to 
make sense of the violence that defies the logic of a human society, 
which they believe they are a part of. 

As I continued to meet Bihari women throughout my travels in 
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Bangladesh—in Dhaka, Mirpur, Saidpur, Chittagong and Khulna— 
I began to recognise that they shared a common human condition of 
suffering, like their counterparts, the Bengali survivors. But did they 
see this ‘likeness’? In Khulna I was astounded by a story I heard that 
revealed a deeply conscious human understanding of the brutalities 
that people indulged in during the war, but the story did not stop 
there and condemn the ‘others’ for the violence. Rather, Nurjahan’s 
story that I produce below takes us to another dimension in which 
the human spirit emerges despite its dehumanisation and is capable 
of expressing empathy for all survivors of incredible violence. 

Khulna, where Nurjahan lives, is an important location for 
documenting the violence that took place between the Bengalis and 
Biharis. The survivors in Khulna provide us a long durational 
understanding of the complex and fragile relationship between the 
different interest groups and the breakdown of these relationships 
during the war. In fact, ethnic violence did not end there after the 
war, it carried on much beyond the surrender of the Pakistan Army. 

Biharis had a large representation as workers in the jute and 
paper mills that were owned by West Pakistani and Urdu-speaking 
Aga Khani businessmen. During the war, the Bengalis were harassed 
and violated by the Pakistani soldiers and their alleged Bihari 
supporters because they suspected the Bengalis to be anti-state, pro- 
India and Hindu-like. Firdousi, whose story we heard before, was a 
casualty of such suspicion in Khulna. The war became a personal 
issue as many faced the violence in their own homes and the ethnic 
differences between the Bengalis and the Biharis flared up and 
provided fodder for extreme atrocities. After the surrender of the 
Pakistan Army to the Indian forces in Dhaka, the Biharis of Khulna 
suffered massive loss of life and property. Those who survived were 
evicted from their houses and driven to take refuge in the camp, which 
is nowadays called the ‘Bihari colony’. 

The stories that Nurjahan and her companions tell are located 
in the period after the war when Bengali violence against the Biharis 
had escalated. The women’s narratives do not maintain an order of 
narration; there are several simultaneous conversations. Although 
Nurjahan’s retelling of the story of her daughter’s life and death 
frames the main focus of the conversation, the other women speak 
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alongside and in disjointed, scattered sentences insert their own 
experiences. There were seven women in the room and all of them 
wanted to talk at once. Despite the chaotic cacophony of memories, I 
learned the sad truth that life before and after the war hasn’t changed 
much for them, it continues to be a saga of violence and loss, It was 
deeply troubling to hear them talk of the violence in terms of 
familiarity, of neighbours, identifiable local Bengali people attacking 
and destroying their families and property. Yet, I was heartened when 
T heard them problematise and question the very nature of the ethnic 
conflict between the Biharis and Bengalis and expose its underbelly 
of constructed hate. Most of all I was touched when I heard them 
include Bengali women within the field of survivors and understood 
that the Bihari women recognised the violence that these Bengali 
women had suffered also. This is a unique perspective of empathy for 
others, even those who consider them ‘enemies’. For me, these women 
are more human than anyone else I met in Bangladesh. 

I learned the most crucial lesson from them: it is important to 
be able to comprehend the nature of life in wartime and be able to 
distinguish it from peacetime and not blur the boundaries between 
them. Thus discontinuity is necessary in order to move on. These 
women have suffered immensely, but they are not stuck in hate. 
They understand that it was their vulnerability that made them targets 
of unwonted violence, just like the Bengali women who suffered 
because they were vulnerable. This understanding enables them to 
close the yawning gap between the Bengali and Bihari survivors and 
make peace with them in their hearts. Is it possible to move beyond 
talk and actualise this sense of peace in Bangladesh today? 


Nurjahan Begum’s and other women’s stories 


‘My name is Nurjahan Begum. I had five sons, brothers and- 
nephews. They are gone. Here all the women are widows. The 
men were killed on March 28th 1972. I was able to save only one 
small son and one daughter. They are with me now. My son is 
married and has children. I can’t tell you who killed my family. 
Everybody was killing each other then, the killing started before 
the Mukti Juddho and continued after swadhinata (liberation).!4 
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You can see J am an old woman; | have lost several teeth and have 
lost almost all my hair. I was young at that time. I don’t know my 
age, but you can write my age as you think, you can see I am old. 

‘I can’t tell you what I saw on that day or even before or 
after. They are not things to be spoken about, they are not 
describable. Don’t ask me about those days, my blood begins to 
boil. Don’t ask about my daughter. There was a river of blood 
and slaughtered heads of people were strewn all over. My sons 
and brothers were killed in front of me; I saw them with my own 
eyes. I don’t want to talk about these things. I feel ashamed.’ 

(Nurjahan breaks into tears and makes a whimpering noise). 

Another woman starts to speak. She says, 

“We are alive with our children. That is all we have now. 
Those we managed to save are with us, those who were killed, 
Allah knows what happened to them. Some of them we could not 
even bury. They were slaughtered like chickens. Today, we have 
no. roof over our heads and nothing to depend on. Allah knows 
when we will be delivered from this hell. Life has no meaning 
when you live like this, like unwanted outcasts.’ 

Another woman started to speak randomly. 

“My name is Khairum, and I came from Kolkata. I came 
here after my marriage.’ 

Others also piped in, all of them were speaking 
simultaneously and they were unstoppable. 

‘I came here after Partition,’ one said. 

Another woman said, ‘I came here after the riots.’ 

Yet another said, ‘I came here after the 1947 riot. I used to 
live in Lucknow. My parents are still in Lucknow. I came here 
after 15 years. I was 16 years old then. My children were born in 
Bangladesh. We came from Kolkata in a goods train and made 
our home here. But they destroyed it, and now they tell us we 
don’t belong here. Where will we go? We have no home? The 
Bengalis wanted us to leave, but where could we go. Wherever we 
tried to take shelter people have asked us to leave. Nobody would 
even give us rice or water. They abused us calling us names “Shala 
Biharis”.!° We are like outsiders here; we have no home or country, 
neither in Bangladesh nor in Pakistan.’ 


186 WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


Nurjahan resumed her story: 

‘I came to this country with my husband. Nobody asked me 
if | wanted to come here. I came here from India. It was after 1947, 
many years after that. It was in the 1950s, I think. No one asked 
me. Women are like cattle. They pack us off with the men as if we 
belong to a herd to be sent off for slaughter. My husband thought 
that our lives will be better in Pakistan. Hence we left our 
homeland and came here. My husband worked in the jute mill in 
Khulna. He.was a cashier in the office. One day, he went to the 
office and never returned. It was before liberation. I had grown- 
up children then. For their safety, | moved to a Bihari mohallah 
(compound). Everyone was Urdu-speaking there. But we were 
not safe even there. 

“When a war takes place, people write only about the external 
story, nobody wants to know and hear about the internal, 
intimate stories. Even today no one has written about it. It was 
not only Bengali women who were tortured. Everyone was looted 
and tortured during that time. Both Bengali and Bihari women 
were dehumanised. You should write about that. 

‘I saw with my own eyes several incidents. There were some 
bags of sand and behind it I saw a few men were hiding. When I 
asked them why they were hiding they said, “We do not have any 
grudges against the Biharis. We wouldn’t do any harm to them. 
Our revolt is against the government.” When my husband came 
out he saw them setting fire to the haystacks. Many women were 
raped by them. They even killed most of them. There was loot and 
plunder everywhere. The girls they had raped although they 
looked alive were almost dead. I saw them pile dead bodies of 
both men and women, in trucks in Khulna. They took them 
somewhere, I don’t know. Many of us saw those truckloads.’ 

Other women in the group affirmed this. 

Nurjahan continued, “Once, I even hid with my children in 
a truck with dead bodies. We were trying to get out of our 
neighbourhood and reach some people we knew. We didn’t know 
how to get there without being identified. So we pretended we 
were dead and lay down on the dead bodies. It was terrible, but 
we had no other way to save ourselves. All this happened after the 
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country was independent. Bengalis did the greatest violence then. 
They were kicking on every door and breaking the doors. I told 
them not to bother us. “Please leave us alone,” I begged them. 
They said, “No, we will not leave you.” We were given two hours 
time to leave our homes. They laughed at us and said, “You can’t 
escape too far. The Indians are killing Biharis. Hindus will kill 
Muslims, and you are Muslims.” People were being killed all over 
for nothing. I saw this with my own eyes.’ 

Suddenly, one of the women in the group started to cry loudly. 

“What happened to me or my children, or to the women 
here, who will tell their stories?? Nurjahan demanded. ‘I don’t 
want to talk. Tell me, can you help us? We want to live a human 
life, we are human beings, is it possible for us to have a human life? 
What is the point in telling all this now? We will go to the graveyard 
but no one will deliver us from here. 

“My daughter, Fatima, was killed in front of my eyes. They 
came to the mohallah with sticks and daos (sickles). They dragged 
my son-in-law out of the room. My daughter’s mehndi was still 
fresh on her hands.!¢ She had got married just eight months before. 
They killed her husband with a dao. Then they went into the room 
and pulled out Fatima. She was pregnant at that time. They 
molested her, tore her clothes, and slaughtered her like a chicken. 
I fainted when I saw it. They tore open her stomach and pulled 
out the unborn child and killed him, too. They were beasts, like 
animals. What had my daughter done to them? She was innocent, 
like all other women in this country. Women are treated like cattle. 
What was her crime, except that she spoke Urdu? That made her 
an enemy? She was born in an Urdu-speaking family. What other 
language could she have spoken? They did not care. My daughter 
had not harmed anyone, but they killed her because she spoke 
Urdu. No one has fought for justice for us.’ 

The women in the group started to howl and scream and cry 
for justice. 

Nurjahan said, ‘Who will speak on our behalf? Allah will do 
justice someday. That is all we have to hope. What’s the use in 
telling all this now? The truth is no one has asked us before this. 
This is our first chance to talk. Until this day, no one has even 
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come here to find out what we had suffered. Please tell the world 
what we suffered. Perhaps some people will understand. Mothers 
will understand the pain of losing a daughter.’ 

The women were crying noisily. 

‘It was qayamat (doomsday),’ one said. ‘Our children were 
killed and destroyed. They tortured us so much. They took away 
all our belongings.’ 

“We did not even have a glass to drink water from,’ Nurjahan 
said, and was totally silent thereafter. 

The other women explained, ‘We did not do anything to the 
Bengalis. What could we do? We are women. The Hindustani 
[Indian] Army protected us. It was the Pakistan Army that burned 
our people. The Pakistanis tortured the Biharis as well as the 
Bengalis. People think that the Biharis were protected by the 
Pakistan Army; not in our village and locality, they did not protect 
us. They took so many of our men away. We hid our boys in rice 
sacks and under our beds. In India, Bengalis. and Biharis live 
together, sometimes they even share rooms. They sit together; 
even marry each other’s daughters. I have seen it myself. I grew up 
in India. Here in Bangladesh it can be like that, but it hasn’t been. 
We are treated like pariahs. If they throw us out of here someday, 
we have nothing but Allah’s mercy. It is important for women to 
form a common organisation to fight for women’s issues. We are 
not enemies of Bengali women. We need to work for our children’s 
future together. Will you help?’ 


Notes 


1 The term hanadar, it appears, was introduced in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, after the assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and the 
establishment of martial rule under President Ziaur Rahman on November 
1976 and later by President H.M. Ershad on March 24, 1982. Since the 
memoty of 1971 is a highly politicised and factionalised topic within 
Bangladesh and people are very sensitive about it there has been a raging 
debate regarding its use. The Awami League (AL) and Bangladesh National 
Party (BNP) have battled over the term and its representation, The 
supporters of AL claim that the term hanadar dilutes and makes the 
enemy into a faceless entity. They want the perpetrators to be identified as 
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Pakistanis and rajakars. The supporters of the BNP, on the other hand, 
prefer to use hanadar to refer to the armed forces that perpetrated violence 
against the people of Bangladesh. The dividing issue is not whether the 
Pakistan Army committed violence in the war of 1971. The battle is 
between the two political groups with each of them claiming the exclusive 
right to write and represent, on their own terms, the history of 1971 based 
on their political leanings. 

They are songs composed by the Nobel poet laureate, Rabindranath Tagore. 
Rabindra Sangeet or Tagore songs, as they are referred to in English, are 
very popular in both West Bengal and Bangladesh. 

Under the leadership of Jahanara Iman, a founding leader of the Ghatak 
Dalal Nirmul Committee (Committee to Exterminate the Killers and 
Collaborators), its main aim was to organise trials of people who committed 
crimes against the Bengalis in the 1971 war in collaboration with the 
Pakistani forces. In a highly symbolic act, GDNC set up mock trials in 
Dhaka in March 1992 known as Gonoadalot (People’s Court) and sentenced 
war Criminals as well as created public testimonies of rape of women. 
Stockholm syndrome is a psychological response sometimes seen in 
abducted hostages, who show signs of loyalty to the hostage-taker, regardless 
of the danger (or at least risk) in which they have been placed. It is named 
after the robbery of Kreditbanken at Norrmalmstorg, Stockholm, in which 
the bank robbers held bank employees hostage from August 23 to 28 in 
1973. In this case, the victims became emotionally attached to their 
victimisers, and even defended their captors after they were freed from 
their six-day ordeal. The term was coined by the criminologist and psychiatrist 
Nils Bejerot, who assisted the police during the robbery, and referred to the 
syndrome ina news broadcast. (From en.wikipedia. wiki.org, April, 2008). 
Syed is an honorific title given to the male descendants of the family of 
Prophet Muhammad. Both Shias and Sunnis claim.-this title. In the 
subcontinent, the class constituted of Syed, Sheikh, Mughal and Pathan 
were referred to as Ashraf and they differentiated themselves from the Ajlaf 
or lower-class caste groups. The Ashrafs claimed a foreign ancestry in the 
distant past. This peculiar hierarchical development within Indian Islam was 
borrowed from Hindu social practices and communal divisions that vertically 
divided society into groups of empowered and disempowered people. 

In 1999, Rs 50,000 was equivalent to US$ 1,000. 

Ordinary men, in this context, refer to men who are not backed by social 
class and economic position that distinguish them. Ordinary men, who are 
not constrained by the limitations of their position, suffer the disrepute of 
not following normative practices. My research project appeared to the 
officer to be lacking in honour. He expressed his opinion in the lack of 
respect that he showed to me. 

® In 1947, Dinajpur was randomly partitioned between India and Pakistan, 
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but the memory of the place and people could not be divided so easily. 
Even today, the people of Dinajpur seem to have brisk interaction and 
exchanges with people across the border in India. 1 was curious and 
interested in visiting it because of my father’s stories about Parbatipur, the 
“grand railway junction’ in undivided Dinajpur district. In the 1940s, anyone 
travelling from Assam to Kolkata or Dhaka by train had to travel through 
Parbatipur as my father had done many times. Unfortunately, I could not 
visit Parbatipur due to my short stay in Dinajpur. 

The distinction between Punjabi, Pakistani and khan that Taslima’s mother 
refers to is interesting, but she does not establish who constitutes the 


: different groups. At times she refers to them within the category called 
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15 


hanadar, like Nur Begum did. 

If we go by Taslima’s mother’s calculation, she was more than seven- 
months pregnant at the time of her abortion. Late-term termination of 
pregnancy was done by the orders of the government. It was mandatory 
for women who came to the state health care centre to go through abortion 
before they received any kind of assistance. The government's effort to get 
rid of the ‘bastard Pakistani’ meant renewed violence on women’s bodies. 
They had no option, but to bear the pain of violence all over again, because 
there was nothing for them to fall back upon as an alternative. 

An acknowledgment of Allah’s grace and bounty that accentuates the 
belief that fate is determined by Allah. It is a commonly used expression by 
South Asian Muslims. 

Here she is using a familial term of sister to refer to her boss, the head of the 
office. This is common practice in South Asia where honorifics such as Mr 
and Ms are easily replaced with familial terms of ‘brother’ or ‘sister’ to 
show respect and create an ‘imagined’ family within which the boss is seen 
as the ‘patron’ of the workers. 

Of the 92,000 prisoners of war, more than 50,000 were civilians. 

Mukti Juddho is a Bangla term to refer to the war of Bangladesh in 1971 
and translates into English as The Liberation War, not to be confused with 
muknh jouddha referring to the freedom fighters. It is curious that Nurjahan, 
a Bihari immigrant, considered an enemy of Bengalis, uses the Bangla 
term, unaware of the politics of semantics and the history associated with 
the word to.remember her personal memories during the war. 

A dismissive term to abuse the Urdu-speaking people. 

The mehndi ceremony is a marriage ritual among Muslims in the 
subcontinent. It is performed in the bride’s home before the actual wedding 
or nikaah to decorate the bride with henna on her hands and feet. Here 
Nurjahan alludes to the fact that her daughter was newly married and the 
patterns of henna were still fresh in her hands. 


4 Women’s Services 


Suhasini Devi, Sylhet 


‘Lam a witness to history.’ 


After working in the field and collecting women’s stories for several 
months, a clearer picture of the violence and victims started to emerge. 
Also, I realised that the history of 1971 cannot be told as a simple 
story of one group fighting another. Survivors’ memories established 
that violence was both an internal and external phenomenon. Armies 
and militias trained to kill and terrorise the public had functioned 
under different guises and banners—the Pakistan Army, Indian Army 
and Mukti Bahini. Women’s memories confirmed that violence was 
committed by men, and the security that noncombatants expected in 
the familiar world peopled by family, neighbours and friends was no 
longer a guarantee in wartime East Pakistan; they were surrounded 
by danger within and outside their home. How did women respond 
to the disruptive and encompassing violence? 

Hence, in addition to speaking with survivors of sexual violence, 
I decided to investigate the role of community support in these 
abnormal times. Did women assist other women in times of trouble? 
If so, what kind of social and community work did they do to provide 
succour to the aggrieved victims? Who did they help? My initial 
enquiries concerning social and medical work during wartinw 
produced many eager respondents who were willing to tell me about 
their bold acts of service. The vast majority, not unexpectedly, weir 
men. I met several of these local heroes, and although all of them 
sincerely believed that they were worthy of the respect and admitnation 
of society, their stories exceeded my expectations of the capacity uf 
human response in moments of crisis. These interlocutors provided 
me with important clues to map the outbreak of violence im different 
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localities that reconfirmed women’s descriptions of the preponderant 
nature of the enemy, but they did not help me understand how the 
community coped with the ordeal of war and terror that I was more 
interested in probing. 

Occasionally, when I met women who were introduced to me 
as ‘important social workers’ they could not tell me about their work; 
it was difficult for them to talk about it. They did not see their activities 
during the war as particularly meaningful or their post-war 
contributions as part of the healing process of the nation. Sometimes, 
they described difficult situations that they encountered and the 
immediate and intuitive assistance that they provided. For them these 
were not heroic acts but were ‘small gestures’ owed to family and 
friends. They talked about them as routine work—to care for others— 
and did not claim special status as heroes because they responded to 
the need of another person. Precisely because they did not talk of the 
work as conscious acts of bravado but presented them as ‘duty’, the 
work that individual women did during and after the war has gone 
largely unnoticed in the national register. I became interested in 
recording women’s special contributions to the nation-building 
process. With this aim in mind, I travelled from Maulvi Bazar to 
Sylhet in north-west Bangladesh. 

Sylhet’s location within Bangladesh is complex. It is within 
and yet outside, the Bengali culture. Extending almost to the Indian 
border of Assam and Meghalaya, Sylhet has a long history of 
association with both the states. In 1947, during the partition of India 
and Pakistan, a demand was made by the Muslim League that the 
entire region of Assam (including Meghalaya, which was a part of 
erstwhile Assam until the early 1970s) and Sylhet should be united 
and constituted into a province of East Pakistan being a shared 
geographical entity and culture with a large Muslim population of 
more than 30 per cent. In the end, the politics of the Congress party 
demarcated Assam with a Hindu majority to India, and Sylhet with 
a Muslim majority to East Pakistan. The division, however, did not 
drastically alter the interaction between the people of Assam and 
Meghalaya with Sythet and a variety of educational, business, social 
and personal exchanges, including marriages between the Sylhetis 
and Assamese, have continued. Even today the people of Sylhet refer 
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to themselves as Asamiya in culture and Bangladeshi by nationality. 

A borderland as such, Sylhet is porous and impacted on by a variety of 
outside and internal transformations. Its history is portable and 
fluctuating. 

Hence, when I arrived in Sylhet town, I was quite confident 
that, as an Assamese, I would find a good response there. Contrary to 
my expectation and despite the enthusiasm of the administration to 
assist me in my research, the local representatives of the Muslim 
community in Sylhet who had assured me introductions to survivors 
never came through and disappeared after our initial discussion. The 
representatives of the ethnic Jayantia community also advised me 
not to visit survivors in their homes to avoid the social ostracisation 
that would follow. These setbacks aside, I was richly rewarded by 
archival research in Sylhet where I found a variety of very important 
documents of 1971 in many small offices and libraries connected to 
the Women’s Welfare Department. These documents are invaluable 
sources to understand the nature and extent of sexual violence in 
Sylhet town during the war. Since my interest was to understand 
women’s responses to victims of violence and the resulting work of 
rehabilitation they undertook, I searched for names of local social 
workers who could talk of their activities during and after the war. 

Immediately, I was directed to meet Suhasini Devi, who was 
actively involved in the rehabilitation of women. She was revered by 
everyone in Sylhet, and I was impressed by the respect she 
commanded. I wanted to know what motivated women, like her, to 
serve the vulnerable when everyone else had failed them? What were 
the small acts of duty she performed and who benefited? 

My meeting with her at her home was facilitated by a respected 
Hindu businessman, an active AL supporter in Sylhet. Suhasini Devi 
is well known for her social work during the anti-colonial struggle 
under the direct guidance of Mahatma Gandhi. She was intimately 
connected with the rehabilitation of survivors after the devastating 
communal riots that broke out in Noakhali in 1946 before Partition. 
Since then she has been an ardent social activist taking many risks in 
her personal life for the cause of social well-being. 

She was dressed in a simple white cotton sari without any 
adornment to disrupt her self-representation as a Hindu widow. Her 
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husband died within a year of their marriage when she was barely in 
her 20s. Soon after, she became involved in community and social 
work. The contrast between her vulnerable, unprotected status as a 
fragile old woman and the public work that she is involved in which 
makes her visible and outstanding cannot fail to catch anyone’s 
immediate attention. For Suhasini Devi one identity does not 
submerge the other, but rather complements and frees her to work 
without any selfish motivations. It raises the expectations of her own 
moral compass that she strives to achieve in her work and life.. 

In our conversation about 1971, Suhasini Devi was gracious, 
kind and forthcoming and responded to my queries, even those 
concerning her family, with honesty and sincerity. She made me see 
that it was possible, despite the abnormal time of war, not to become 
enveloped in the madness of hate and violence, but to live with a 
normal expectation of rational justice and an ethical code to respond 
to others’ calls for help. She continued to work as a social worker in 
the midst of the war and beyond it because in her moral world too 
much emotion of either detachment or anger against the perpetrators 
was counterproductive, creating a sense of helplessness which she 
never indulged in. Her indomitable spirit and social responsibility 
elicited positive responses from those whose lives she touched with 
her assistance, and they, in turn, created a life beyond the war as best 
as they could, not by forgetting, but by living the outcome of the 
sexual violence with dignity and forbearance. 

In Suhasini Devi’s account, we find she casts only a sideways 
glance at the perpetrators and names their violence. She is more 
concerned with the moral conduct that human beings owe to one 
another and is shocked that there were some who transgressed that 
responsibility. Instead of dwelling on them, she reminds us of the 
collective work done by women who rose to the occasion and extended 
their homes and hearts and fulfilled the promise that humanity is 
capable of selfless gestures in moments of crisis. Her narrative allows 
us to see another side of the war and shifts our focus from the 
deprivation and suffering of victims to a realm of service and hope, 
which only humans are capable of. But I was puzzled why this noble 
gesture was confined to helping only Bengali women? Were the 
‘others’ less human than the Bengalis and undeserving of compassion? 
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I never found the answer because Suhasini Devi passed away before 
my next trip to Bangladesh. 


Suhasini Devi's story 


The Mukti Juddho was a terrible period for everyone here in Sylhet. 
There was no certainty about anything any more. There was no 
honour left in people’s relationships. The situation was very bad; 
there were no enemies or friends. In fact, the Chairman of the 
Peace Committee in our para (neighbourhood) was himself 
disgraced by the military.! They tied him to a chair and raped his 
wife in front of him. These people were supporters of Pakistan. 
They were not for the liberation of Bangladesh, but they were not 
spared either by the Pakistan Army. 

Rape happened in my own family, to a close relative of mine 
in this house. She tried to hide in the toilet when she saw the 
soldiers approaching our house, but she could not save herself. J 
haven’t told these things to others. No one in the family knows 
what happened to her. It would be a disgrace, and no one will 
accept her within the family if they found out. We can’t let that 
happen because she was not at fault. How can a woman protect 
herself when she is under attack like that? Many more things 
happened right here in Dalia Para. I have seen a lot, I have worked 
with many women after the war was over. I helped women who 
were pregnant. I delivered many babies right here, where you are 
sitting. I brought these babies into the world with my bare hands. 
Sometimes, I had a midwife to help me. We had to do this in 
absolute secrecy. I used to keep the girls with me, as if they were 
my companions. They were very safe here. No one bothered us. 
People in this neighbourhood knew me as a social worker for a 
long time. So they did not ask me questions about the women 
who stayed in my house. But it is better not to talk about them. It 
will open up too many disturbing wounds and cause problems 
for the families. 

A relative of mine was raped. She was married afterwards, 
but she did not disclose anything about what had happened to 
her in 1971. Hence, I can’t arrange a meeting for you with her 
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personally. It will ruin her life. No one will understand how and 
what she suffered. 

(Suhasini Devi did not talk for a while and let silence speak. 
It appeared that she was thinking, reflecting on what had happened 
and revisiting the moment in her mind. Suddenly, she resumed 
the conversation). 

This was not the only incident. My cook was raped, but not 
in front of me. I had given her a separate house because she was a 
Brahmin widow. They came to the house at night. She was by 
herself. They did not spare her. What could a Brahmin widow do 
after that? She lived like a dead person. She had a son who was 
with her then. He was very young, so he did not remember 
anything. Later, I gave her son another house and money to start 
a business. Her son is married now. He did not know what 
happened to his mother and has shown no interest to find out 
either. Only my cook and I knew about the rape, no one else 
in the family ever heard about it. Not even my daughter knew 
about it. 

I had another girl here; she was raped by robbers who came 
to loot our house. She became pregnant because of it and later 
had a child right here. We named the child Kartik, as he was born 
in the month of Kartik. I treated her like my own daughter when 
she lived with me. Later, I sent her to Kolkata after the delivery. 
We did not want people to gossip about her. I wanted her to learn 
some skill so that she could support herself. Initially, she could 
not adjust in Kolkata; also it was hard for her to find work, her 
baby was too small. Sucheta Kripalini took her to the 
Rehabilitation Centre in Behrampur and admitted her to a craft 
school. She learned sewing and was later able to find work there. 
For many years, she kept in touch with me through letters. Sucheta 
Kripalini tried to convince the girl, and I tried too, that she should 
leave her son in the care of others and get married again. But she 
refused. She said that she wanted to live her life like a Hindu widow 
with her son. Her son to this day does not know about his mother’s 
experiences. He will never find out, I think. He thinks his father 
had died before he was born. My friends in India, like Sucheta 
Kripalini, kept me informed of the girls I’d sent there for 
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rehabilitation. She and I worked together since the freedom 
movement, since the time Gandhiji came to Noakhali. 

There were many incidents that happened during the time 
of the Mukti Juddho. People sacrificed so much then, but we are 
not really enjoying independence now. Particularly not the women 
who were victims of the war for freedom; they got nothing. It is an 
irony: today our country is ruled by a woman [Sheikh Hasina], 
and she doesn’t treat her children equally. | have said this in a 
public meeting. When I was a student, I got a gold medal for 
excellence in studies, but now I know it is not important to get a 
gold medal, it is more important to work for people. In our 
schoolbooks, we read that the sun never sets on the British Empire, 
and we praised Queen Victoria. We were not told of the violence 
they committed to acquire the colonies. 

I came to Sylhet as a wife at the age of 20. My original home 
was in Sunamganj, on the border between Bangladesh and India. 
After several years in Sylhet, I joined Gandhiji’s freedom 
movement at the age of 23. Now I am 85 years old. I have seen and 
experienced so much in this lifetime. I have lived through many 
regimes of rulers: the British, the Pakistan government, and after 
Liberation several Bangladesh governments. Now I am reaching 
the end of my life and I can say from experience that unless the 
rulers serve people, there cannot be real change. One can change 
the administration, but that is not enough for real change to take 
place. We have to work for people, only then will we uplift society 
and see positive results. 

For 62 years I worked on my mission. I was widowed 
soon. after my marriage; my daughter was only one month old 
then. She is now married and lives in the United States. She 
did her Masters and works as a lecturer. Her daughter, my 
granddaughter, is a doctor. I had saved 30 bhori [130 gms] of 
gold for my daughter and gave it to her at the time of her marriage. 
I, on the other hand, have worn this tulsi mala* throughout my 
life. I never touched gold since [ joined Gandhiji’s movement. 

(Long silence again). 

On December 16th we became independent, and I returned 
to my home in Sylhet on the 17th. My house looked so desolate, 
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the plants and shrubs were overgrown; it looked more like a jungle 
than a person’s house. People who met me on the streets told me 
to go and see my place, where we had previously lived. Now it is 
the airport area. Dead bodies were lying around; some of them 
were even visible because they were not properly buried. It looked 
like they had dug shallow graves and had thrown the bodies into 
them. There was a foul smell everywhere. I could not look any 
more and came away from there. 

On the day of the revolt, I saw a young man shot on the 
toad.° The family used to stay in a house near ours and I saw his 
mother running out of the house to protect her son. Blood was 
gushing out from him, and the mother was holding her son and 
trying to stop the blood from flowing out. The son died soon 
afterwards. It was so painful to see the mother’s condition, she 
was crying inconsolably. I tried to offer her solace, but what good 
would words do at times like this. The grief of losing a child cannot 
ever be overcome. 

] heard about another incident around the same time. This 
happened in Burunda in Dhanbari, some 30 kilometres from here. 
A joint meeting of Hindus and Muslims was called in a school 
building. When the people arrived they divided them into two 
groups. They sent the Muslims to one room and the Hindus to 
another. Soon after that the Pakistani soldiers entered the room 
where the Hindus were waiting and tied them with ropes. One 
man escaped by jumping out of the window but they shot him. 
He was hurt in one of his legs but he managed to escape. The 
others who were in the room were held prisoner. They were asked 
to line up and then shot and killed. Many of them were crying 
“Ma, Ma’. Thirty or 40 of them were killed. One person survived 
from this group, although he was shot at too. I met both these 
survivors, the one who escaped through the window and the one 
who escaped the shooting.° 

Here is another incident. Purendu Babu was alone in his 
house. His full name is Purendur Kishore Sengupta and he lived 
in a lovely old house by himself. He was like a saint. A young girl 
used to work for him. She used to stay in the house and do all the 
housework as well as cook for him. One day, the military came to 
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his house. They knew that he was a Hindu and were suspicious of 
him, although he was not involved in political activities. He was 
involved in welfare work for his neighbourhood and community. 
When the Pakistani men came to his house, they saw the young 
girl working there. They went away that day but they returned 
the next evening for her. They tried to abduct her but she started 
shouting and screaming calling for Purendu Kaka. Then she 
fainted. Purendu Babu who was praying at the time stopped his 
prayers and came out to meet the men. He told them in English 
that they were like animals and that all they were concerned about 
was physical enjoyment, forcing and torturing women to get their 
physical satisfaction. He also told them that he was certainly not 
dead although he had not slept with a woman his entire life. The 
men who had come to rape his maid were surprised. They stood 
there and listened to him and then told him that it couldn’t be 
true that he had lived a celibate life. They said that it was not 
humanly possible, but they felt ashamed and left the girl there. 
They even returned the marble table they were dragging out of 
the house and other valuables they had packed to take with them. 
Purendu Babu was 80 year’ old at that time. You see, I saw all 
these things happening in front of my eyes. 

I am a witness to history. But J am old now and will not live 
for much longer. I am glad you have come to my house and have 
asked these questions. Otherwise, the things that we experienced, 
our memories and our stories will die with us. Your book will 
help to keep some of this alive. You are very brave to be doing 
this. I think all women are brave. They need to have exposure to 
show their worth and stand up for the truth. 

You are curious how I got involved in social welfare work. 
When I had come to Sylhet as a newly married bride, I used to see 
women who were involved in the Indian National Congress 
activities walk by our house. They also noticed me. I had very 
long hair that I used to leave untied and loose after a bath 
sometimes. I would stand by the gate and watch the women walk 
by. They came to me one day and asked me if I would like to join 
the Congress party and do some work. My husband had passed 
away. I had a small child and that was all I had to do. I asked my 


200 WOMEN, WAR AND THE MAKING OF BANGLADESH 


brother-in-law, and he gave me permission to join the Congress. 
I registered my name as an ordinary member and paid 25 paisa. 
My sister-in-law also became a member. Initially, I did not attend 
the meetings. 

There was a conference in Sawda Hall and my neighbour 
Madhuri asked me if I would like to go to it with her. I used to stay 
in the house and take care of the housework. That was my world; 
I never even wore shoes because I never went out. I was living the 
life of a widow. I liked it that way. But that day what happened in 
Sawda Hall changed my life. I heard Ashalata Sen speak, and her 
fervent voice, her impassioned speech and her personality 
impressed me very much; I wanted to do social work and be part 
of the Congress. Ashalata Sen was a leader of the Women’s 
Congress. When I heard her, I realised 1 had been wasting my 
time. 

Although I was involved in the bookshop that we owned 
and used to read books and also sing Rabindra Sangeet | realised it 
was not enough. I started going to the Mahila (women’s) 
organisation. There I learned: how to weave and also do kantha 
embroidary.’ I also started to teach. I used to teach from 1.00- 
5.00 p.m. I] became an active member of the Congress, and for 
that I was jailed for nine months. During the time I was in prison, 
my sister-in-law took care of my daughter. After coming out of 
jail, I continued to work for women’s causes. I was mostly involved 
in women’s social welfare. 

I went to see Gandhiji at Noakhali with Saraladi and other 
girls. We went by train. In Noakhali we joined Gandhiji in a prayer 
meeting. I decided to work with him there and stayed in the 
ashram. We worked in the villages with him. I did spinning work 
and helped the villagers rebuild their houses that were burned 
down. In 1946, too, women were abducted and taken away from 
their homes. Many of them had taken shelter in Muslim homes. 
These Muslim people in Noakhali area were very suspicious of us 
and did not let us enter their homes. But we stayed there and 
worked toward organising relief and provided support whenever 
and however we could. We stayed in many different villages. 
Basically, we followed Gandhiji. Wherever he went or sent us, we 
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went there. I think we were in Alunia village when I fell ill. 1 was 
suffering from chickenpox. Gandhiji came to see me with Ava and 
Khanu.® I was surprised that Gandhiji has come to see me. He 
joined his hands to greet me in a namaskar and told me that I 
would get well soon. I tried to greet him with a namaskar too, but 
I simply stared at him. My companions later told me, ‘Suhasini 
didi, you forgot to say namaskar to Gandhiji.” I told them that I 
was so thrilled since he came to see me personally, I forgot 
everything; I was overwhelmed. 

It was a long time ago. We got independence from the British 
and became free. It was such a jubilant moment, but then the 
violence during Partition led many people to migrate. I tried to 
convince many of them not to leave their homeland. People were 
concerned about their safety and about their family. We stopped 
many people from leaving. But after Gandhiji was assassinated, I 
felt lost. I did not stop my social work, but it was different after 
that. In 1965, we had some horrible communal riots here. There 
was so much bloodshed. Many Hindu families left for India then. 
We tried to stop them from leaving even then. But people were 

“scared. There was no peace anywhere: I did not go, why should I? 
This is my own home. I was born in Sunamganj and | came as a 
bride to Sylhet. I will die here. Till death comes I must continue to 
work. I hope I did my part in helping women in 1971, I hope they 
are well and have peaceful lives. 
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Dr Syed Ahmed Nurjahan, Chittagong 


‘I did my duty and performed many abortions.’ 


The terror of sexual violence transformed real women into objects— 
female bodies that became a site of fear. This psychology of fear 
produced extreme anxiety in families. Women’s bodies that were 
deemed enemy bodies were hidden, dispersed and exiled from their 
homes. Parents warned their daughters to ‘stay out of sight of men’ 
and forced them to move from house to house, flee their homes and 
villages and seek shelter in strange places. The pre-emptive fear of 
rape struck everyone. Even married women were forced to leave their 
homes and hide in paddy fields, bamboo groves, ditches, even in 
morgues and graveyards. Although some claimed that these 
precautionary measures had saved them from the enemy, others 
remembered the ordeal as unpleasant and cruel. This latter group of 
women raised an intriguing question: who was protected and who 
benefited through these subterfuges; women or the men who 
controlled their lives? 

In post-war Bangladesh, the discourse of victims as women 
without honour, called birangonas, resulted in the introduction of 
harsh measures that, once again, transformed women into mere 
bodies for developing new scripts of patriarchal power. The 
government’s dramatic claim that 200,000 women were raped allowed 
for drastic action by state and society. Abortion was introduced as a 
quick and certain measure to cleanse the odious Pakistani presence 
from the midst of Bangladeshi society. Despite the legitimisation of 
this process by the government as a face-saving device for women’s 
benefit to enable them to regain their lost honour, the truth is harsher. 
At the very moment of the birth of the nation, both the Bangladesh 
state and Bangladeshi society failed their women by taking away 
women’s agency and, by transgressing their humanity, transforming 
them into bodies that were manipulated so that men would not have 
to deal with the unhappy reminders of the past. An interrogation of 
this process through women’s personal experiences seemed important 
to understand how this scheme was implemented and what women 
thought was its outcome. : 


Womien’s Services 203 


I was able to probe the issue of abortion and women’s medical 
work in Chittagong, a port-city in eastern Bangladesh that is second 
in importance only to Dhaka, the capital. Chittagong was one of my 
principal research sites and I had spent a considerable amount of 
time there visiting both the Bengali and Bihari communities living 
in urban and rural areas. Chittagong’s history of 1971 is a bloody 
und gruesome story of ethnic and armed violence in which no groups 
were spared. I visited the railway colony and several government 
buildings, rest houses, colleges and schools where the Biharis and the 
Pakistan Army victimised, raped and killed Bengalis in large numbers 
to establish their might. I also went to a number of sites where ordinary 
Biharis were massacred by the Bengalis and left to die in open pits, 
sewers and drains. I listened to women tell me their heartrending 
stories of sexual violence committed by neighbours and strangers, 
alike. Some were forced to marry their rapists for fear of social sanction 
against them. Some were Bihari who had to forget their family and 
friends and adopt a Bengali persona to survive in post-war 
Bangladesh. I also listened to men tell me the stories of atrocities that 
they committed. In short, Chittagong fulfilled the stereotype of a city 
and people gone awry during the war, thus, research on the outcome 
there was urgent and compelling. 

I started with the government’s abortion programme in the 
Chittagong Hospital where I met Dr Nurjahan, a well-known 
obstetrician-gynaecologist. After the war, she was appointed by the 
government to perform emergency abortions on pregnant women. 
The staggering number of abortions that she did is a test of her courage 
and professional ability. She presented her narrative in two registers 
of emotion: she told with intense feeling her personal story of the loss 
of family during the war, but talked of her professional work in a 
matter-of-fact manner. For her, the abortions were ‘duty’, and she 
did them without questioning the consequences of her actions. She 
approached her role in the government programme as a responsibility 
that she undertook in service for her fellow Bengali women. Her 
narrative makes it clear that women in post-liberated Bangladesh 
did not have the privilege to exercise choice; the driving force was to 
purge the past and become ‘honourable’ for social acceptance. 
Dr Nurjahan is content that she enabled some women to regain their 
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honour and arrest further humiliation in society, while she did the 
work the state expected from her toward creating an exclusive 
Bangladesh populated by Bangladeshi people only. 

Identity matters to Dr Nurjahan, and she started her narrative 
by locating herself and her family within the larger Bangladeshi 
society. She grew up in Sylhet, where her father was an officer in the 
Pakistan government. Her father’s important position and her drive 
for higher education made it possible for her to get a state-sponsored 
fellowship to study abroad in the United Kingdom. On her return to 
East Pakistan, Nurjahan accepted a lucrative academic position in 
the medical school and became a Pakistan government employee. 
The war had already started by then. 

‘Although a Bengali, Nurjahan initially did not feel compelled 
to relinquish her position and to resist the state’s violent activities. 
She remained a loyal employee until the personal loss of both 
parents—her father was presumably killed by the Pakistan Army 
and her mother was abducted and disappeared for a long time— 
changed Nurjahan’s attitude toward the Pakistan state. She began to 
silently oppose the state for which both she and her husband were 
punished. Nurjahan, however, refused to discuss what her husband 
and she did to bring down the wrath of the Pakistanis. We can only 
guess that they were covertly involved in the freedom struggle. 

It is in post-war Bangladesh that Nurjahan became publicly 
active when she provided her services to her Bengali community with 
her specialised knowledge as a gynaecologist. She spoke about the 
difficult and complicated abortions that she performed with cool 
detachment and disengagement. Clearly she embarked on her duty 
with a determination to overcome the humiliation that women 
suffered and saw the task of abortion as essential to creating a new 
Bangladesh. But was she also exorcising her own past? 

Nurjahan does not allow us to delve too deeply into her life 
story and her losses, but willingly talks about the new techniques of 
medical interventions that she introduced and adopted to terminate 
even late-term pregnancy, which she believes saved many lives. 
Without boasting, she makes us see what doctors, like herself, did to 
assist and rehabilitate victims. To her, it was and remains a call of 
duty, which she fulfilled without reservation. 
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In examining women’s work aimed at helping others. I could 
ascertain from Nurjahan’s professional work the care giving that 
those women did in post-wartime Bangladesh. Within her narrative 
were some troubling dimensions of the state’s exercise of power. Taking 
control of women’s bodies was one of its most obvious scripts for 
implementing unquestionable authority. I wondered if Nurjahan 
ever thought of her work as transgressing women’s rights of choice. 
Did she see the state working through her and forcing women to 
agree to live by the rules of a rigid patriarchal order? Perhaps that is 
why she does not brag of the work she did. She presents abortion as 
routine medical practice without further consideration of its long- 
term and deeper implications on government-sponsored family 
planning that is nowadays hailed as a big success. Its cold 
rationalisation was implemented in 1971 in the government abortion 
programme. Nurjahan does not remark on it as the war had 
diminished the extent to which compassion and self-reflection worked 
in post-liberated Bangladesh. 

Nurjahan’s ‘iconic’ memory is not about what she knows— 
the humiliation she suffered at the hands of the Pakistani authorities 
before Bangladesh’s independence or the work of abortion she 
performed after independence. Her ‘iconic’ memory is about what 
she does not know, about the experiences of her mother during the 
war and her trauma. Her testimony lingers on what she cannot speak 
but struggles to make sense of the incomprehensible, the contact 
between the victim and perpetrator through her mother’s experience 
in the war. Her mother ended up in the hands of the perpetrator 
community. The close proximity of the contact and the momentary 
recognition by one of her perpetrators that she was different from 
their other abductees changed her status. From an object she was 
transformed, not to an equal human, but to another subject position. 
The temporary softening of the Pakistan military’s glance spared her 
further abuse, at least sexually, and she was relegated to the level of 
an imprisoned servant. Her mother’s enslavement is a new narrative 
but an uneasy one. It cannot be located within the known register of 
abuse in 1971, of sexual destruction and abortion that followed in 
consequence, with which she had become somewhat familiar in 
dealing with victims. For Nurjahan her mother’s suffering as a servant 
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in the home of her perpetrator is an unfamiliar position and she 
cannot access what this suffering entailed. Her mother’s refusal to 
speak about her condition in her perpetrator’s home does not 
enlighten Nurjahan about the face of the perpetrator and she cannot 
box him or them in her mind for a narrative to follow. Added to this, 
her mother’s endurance leading to her forgiveness of her perpetrators 
makes her experiences and conclusions irresolvable for Nurjahan. 
But there is no way to know and no way to speak about it. Her mother 
had died soon after, before Nurjahan had mustered the courage to 
really ask. Thus she now tells her mother’s story as a matter of ‘duty’, 
paralleling her work, without filling in the gaps. Nurjahan trauma 
is without memory and therefore profoundly troubling to her as well 
as to her listeners. 

In her narrative, we encounter the possibilities and limits of 
women’s memories. Women, like her, can talk of the work they did 
to save many from disgrace and dishonour by making exigent decisions 
to mitigate the past. But they cannot tell their own story because there 
is no structure to locate their memories, which hover unbalanced, 
incapable of recognising what happened. The price that women like 
Nurjahan. have paid for not knowing the memories of those who 
were intimately connected with her, while providing care giving 
services to heal strangers is a paradoxical situation. She helped 
strangers and facilitated their recovery, but her own wounds remain 
open and festering. She can do nothing about it. Can this bafflement 
be resolved? 


Dr Syed Ahmed Nurjahan's story 


My name is Syed Ahmed Nurjahan and I an a doctor. I graduated 
from Dhaka Medical College. Soon after, I ileft for England to 
pursue higher education there and did my medical] membership 
and fellowship. I returned to East Pakistan. where. I joined the PG 
hospital.? Very soon after I was promoted” to Assistant Professor 
and later became a Professor. I hope to become the Vice 
Chancellor in the university that will open “in Putiyar. I have a 
great deal of experience in my work and have travelled extensively. 
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You must keep in mind the rather dismal picture of 
education in our country before 1971. In East Pakistan, the 
majority was Muslim, no doubt, but the Hindu minority was 
better educated than we were. When I was growing up, I saw that 
the Muslims were not involved in education and a large number 
of Hindus were coming here as teachers. I don’t know where they 
came from, whether they were migrating from the villages to the 
cities or had come from across the border from India. But the 
truth is that education was the purview of the Hindus, and 
Muslims seemed uninterested in this area. 

I was quite young in 1971. In the war, I lost my father and a 
brother, and later, after liberation, my mother died, too. I had 
an older brother, but he is several years senior to me and used to 
live in Dhaka. It appears that in 1971, my mother was travelling 
to Chittagong to visit me. I had returned from England after six 
years and the Mukti Juddho was already raging then. I did not 
know where my parents were, if they were still living in the house 
in Sylhet or not. I did not want to go there by myself because I did 
not know anything of their whereabouts. I thought no one would 
be there. Also, I had my job in Chittagong. I could not go home 
to visit my parents, hence my mother decided to come over for a 
visit, but she got lost on the way. She was first seen in Putiyar and 
later in Noakhali. My mother came back to us five months after 
the war was over. She came back to my brother’s house in Dhaka. 

The incident happened to my mother on May 17, 1971. This 
is what I later learned had happened. The train that she had taken 
was one of the last services to Chittagong from Sylhet. The station 
master in Sylhet, on my father’s request, asked a family travelling 
to Chittagong to let my mother travel with them. It was meant 
for her safety and protection. The family provided her company. 
The train left on time, but they moved very slowly. Somewhere, 
en route, the train was hijacked and they were attacked. The family 
my mother was travelling with became very afraid and refused to 
help her. My mother was abducted by some men who took her to 
Noakhali. She lived there for some time but she could not tell us 
where it was or any details about the place. 
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(Nurjahan fell into. a long silence and did not talk). 

A few weeks later, I think after the situation had improved 
somewhat, the MDO (Military District Officer) came to the place 
for an inspection. When he saw my mother, he told his men, “This 
woman does not belong here. She should not be kept here and 
treated so shabbily.” My mother was transferred to a family with 
whom ‘she lived throughout the period of the war. After the war 
was over, my brother put out a massive search for her. He was a 
very high-ranking officer. After several months of searching for 
her, he found her in Noakhali. He sent a letter to the family with 
whom she was living and soon after that he sent someone to fetch 
her. She returned to Dhaka to my brother’s house. My mother 
kept in touch with the family in Noakhali. During the first Eid 
after her return, she asked us to write to them and send them gifts. 
I was not very happy to do this; they had not treated her well 
while she lived with them. She was like a maidservant in their 
house, but my mother said, ‘They provided me shelter and 
protection, and I am very grateful for that.’ While my mother 
was in captivity, which I did not know at that time, a colleague of 
mine, a doctor, told me that my father had run away to India. | 
could not believe it and told him he was lying. But he insisted that 
it was in the Record Book. I refused to accept it because 1 knew my 
father wouldn’t run away, no matter what happened. After the 
war was over, my father did not return home. My mother died in 
grief six months after she returned from Noakhali. Something 
very interesting had happened before that, which helped me to 
understand what had happened to my father. 

I received a small letter from him written on the back of a 
Capstan cigarette packet. It was dated sometime in November. 
He had scribbled there, “They are taking me away. Your mother 
is lost. Take care of yourself. Love, Baba.’ I later found out that 
my father, who was a highly placed officer, was arrested by the 
Pakistan Army. They took him to the railway station and, I think, 
they shot him there. The only personal item that they found later 
and identified as belonging to my father was his reading glasses. 
They found his glasses on the railway tracks. I don’t know why my 


Women’s Services 209 


father was killed. He was not at all political and was a very decent 
and respectable man. 

I was not involved in political activities. 1 am only a doctor, 
and I continued my work during the freedom struggle. My 
contribution is little; I did my duty and performed many 
abortions. There were many pregnant women who came to the 
hospital. On a given day, we terminated more than 200 such cases 
of unwanted pregnancies. Wherever I looked, I saw pregnant 
women. I could not get so many catheters, so I had to remove 
them by using antibiotics and other medicines. Pregnancy 
termination is not easy as these women were more than six-weeks 
pregnant or even more advanced. Sometimes, there was risk to 
the girl’s life. But we had good results, and we saved many girls. 

Thirty years ago there were no disposable syringes. The 
majority of the women who came for abortion were between the 
age group of 18 and 25. They were mostly young and unmarried, 
although there were a few married women, too. An entire unit 
was established to deal with pregnancy termination. I think most 
of the pregnancies happened a few weeks before and after 
December 16. Most of these women came from refugee camps, a 
good number of them were orphans. They were all Bengali. I did 
not ask them who had raped them, nor was I interested in hearing 
their life stories. But sometimes they told these stories on their 
own. In the case of married women, the general pattern in their 
story was that their home was raided, their husband was killed, 
and they were raped. In the case of unmarried girls, generally we 
heard stories that their parents were killed, and they were raped 
thereafter. 

My own brother was killed during the war. His name was 
Abul Kalam Azad. It appears that some men, Pakistanis, I think, 
entered his house and demanded to know if he was protecting 
Hindus. My brother escaped when he saw them approaching and 
hid in the backyard pond. His entire body was submerged in the 
water, but the tips of his fingers were visible. The men who were 
searching for him saw this and pulled him out of the pond and 
killed him. They had also beaten my husband in front of me. But 
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they did not do anything to me. They did not abuse or yell at me. 
I can’t tell you why, but the Pakistanis did not do anything 
insulting to me. , 

(Once again, a long silence). 

I want to tell you more about the pregnant women and their 
families. Most of these women were brought by their’mothers; 
sometimes another family member, generally a male person, 
accompanied them. I did not ask anyone their case history because 
I was not in a mood to engage them. It was their private matter. I 
had my own set of worries; | was preoccupied with the 
disappearance of my parents and the death of my brother. I don’t 
think you will find records about the survivors now, after 30 years. 
There were no computers then. Also, the government never 
wanted us to keep records. They simply picked the doctors and 
gave them the task of performing abortions. In this hospital, 
Dr Murshid Aman was the Head, and his assistant was Jahan Ara. 

The government even today continués to say ‘no’ to the 
termination of pregnancy. In 1971 many girls died. Families were 
destroyed, mothers lost. their children, but no one took 
responsibility. A lot of people suffered from psychological 
problems. What can doctors like us do? Our work is limited, and 
we had to do as we were told—terminate pregnancies without 
personal involvement. I did just that. Did anyone benefit because 
of our work? I hope so. I did what I could, that is all I can say. 

I’ve heard that there were many pregnant non-Bengali 
women in the refugee camps that were set up by the International 
Red Cross. But J did not work with them. Their men were very 
secretive. I did not get information about who had tortured whom. 
My job was to admit pregnant women and terminate their 
pregnancies. The women kept their secrets to themselves. The 
Biharis were arrogant; they did not come here, but they did not 
know where to go either. Some Red Cross doctors worked with 
them, I had heard. The Indian soldiers also behaved very badly 
with the Bengali girls in Chittagong. J believe the local authorities 
and social workers had to arrange meetings to discuss this and 
sort out the problem with the Indian-Army officers. The torture 
of women by Indians, however, was much less than what the 
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Pakistanis did. The Indians looted a lot of things from Bangladesh, 
though. All disposable goods like crockery, cutlery, household 
things, even cars and machinery, were taken by Indian soldiers. 

You know, talking to you after 30 years brings back many 
old, painful memories that I had suppressed. My husband and I 
never talk about 1971. He had seen and experienced it; there was 
no need to discuss it. After we returned from England for the first 
time, my father promised us that after Eid ul-Adha he would 
throw a party for us. The party never took place. I had got married 
in England. My husband feels sad about 1971; nothing is left now. 
My parents sold two houses for my brother’s.-and my education. 
Now we have so many houses and so much money, but my father 
is not here to see and enjoy it. | have a son and my brother has 
four children. Two of them are already doctors and the third one 
is also studying to become a doctor. All that happened is the will 
of Allah, we havg to accept that. It is very painful, but that is 
reality. 
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Jharna Chowdhury, Noakhali, Gandhi Ashram 


‘I had responsibility for many children. I had to ... make sure that 
they were protected.’ 


The narratives of the Liberation War suffer a curious absence. There 
are no stories of children told by children. Yet, one can imagine that 
in wartime East Pakistan the most vulnerable group were children 
who depended on the protection of adults. It was a reasonable and 
natural expectation. Did adults provide children the security and 
comfort that they expected? Many women told me with anguish of 
the failure to live up to this responsibility. Mothers talked about the 
pain of loss of young daughters; many are bewildered about where 
their children disappeared to; some are still waiting for their children 
to return; yet others vividly remembered their inability to protect 
children who were ‘destroyed’ by sexual violence. In Geneva, André 
Yves Jolliet, who was commissioned by the Red Cross International 
to create a visual documentation of the war and its effects, told me 
that he continues to think about the sufferings of children in 
Bangladesh. He is haunted by the images of children who were blown 
up in landmine accidents; some had died and others were left 
disfigured and maimed for life.!° 

The barbaric world of violence engineered and executed by adults 
must have frightened and confused the children enormously. To me 
the trauma that they suffered in the war is the worst crime and the 
saddest outcome of the situation. The unexplored issue of children’s 
experiences in 1971 reveals a hopeless gap that makes all accounts of 
its history incomplete. Unfortunately, to find children’s stories is 
almost impossible more than 37 years later. The children who had 
suffered in the war are now adults, and their memories have been 
reworked and re-formed over time. When called upon to tell their 
memories, they recount an adult person’s version of reconstituted 
childhood memories. Nonetheless, it is worth listening to the adults 
who can tell us about children’s experiences and extend our knowledge 
of the multiple encounters of noncombatants during the war. 

One of the advantages of doing oral history is the unpredictability 
of where one can find evidence. I had travelled to Noakhali, in south- 
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east Bangladesh, due to historical curiosity and, if possible, to trace 
the path of Dr Nurjahan’s mother’s journey after her abduction and 
imprisonment. Noakhali is infamous in the subcontinent’s history 
for the bloody religious riots that took place in 1946, which was one 
of the darkest episodes of India’s freedom struggle and that Suhasini 
Devi alludes to in her narrative. Mahatma Gandhi was forced to put 
a halt to his political activities in preparation for India’s freedom and 
go to Noakhali to resolve the religious discord. Present-day Noakhali 
is a Bengali Muslim-dominated area and is very conservative. Doing 
research there was a risk and a challenge that I decided to take. 

In Noakhali I found many survivors who were willing to speak 
to me in private about their memories of 1971, and they asked me to 
maintain their secret. But I found something more there. I met Jharna 
Chowdhury in the Gandhi Ashram who provided me a narrative 
that makes one think about the terror and the cruelty of the war that 
children suffered. I was impressed with the immediacy with which 
she handled several critical situations that demonstrated the possibility 
of human sensibility and resoluteness in the face of crisis. 

She traces many historic moments and actors, particularly the 
role of the Indian agents and leaders who supported and created 
conditions for the success of the Bengalis in the war, but her focus is 
on the children, orphans who lived in her care. In the unstable war 
environment, Jharna had to improvise survival strategies, adopt 
different identities, and even cheat to find safe places to protect her 
children. Her narrative style is prosaic and pedestrian. It lacks 
sharpness and the images are not vivid. But she makes us clearly 
aware of the dangers that accompanied every move she and the 
children made, and we begin to appreciate their capacity to adapt and 
survive in these difficult times. The children don’t speak to us in their 
words, but they structure the plot that Jharna recounts for our benefit. 
Often it was the element of luck that was crucial for her success in 
protecting them, she asserts. 

What her narrative shows very clearly are the fears that engulfed 
the minorities in East Pakistan in 1971. No one cared for the 
vulnerable; and children were viewed as disposable liabilities. Jharna 
had to move them from place to place because there was no safe 
home for them. As she tells the story of her experiences, one cannot 
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predict how the situation will end for the children. Will they be saved 
or will they die due to starvation, be killed by animals, or be taken 
away by the enemy? Fortunately, the surrender of the Pakistan Army 
to the Indian forces ended this unendurable condition of 
unpredictability and uncertainty. 

After the war ended, Jharna returned to her work of managing 
the Gandhi Ashram where she provided a safe home to ‘her’ children. 
Her narrative enables us to cast a glance in the direction of the shadowy 
and undocumented world of children’s lives in wartime. It is a rare 
and unique opportunity to hear what they endured and what their 
fears might have been. Jharna’s capacity not to buckle under in these 
harsh conditions or fail in her commitment to the children makes 
her a hero. Were the Bihari children in East Pakistan fortunate 
enough to find a hero like Jharna to save them too? 


Jharna Chowdhury’s story 


I was in Dhaka in 1971 in a training camp in a welfare society. We 
worked for social welfare. I left Dhaka on March 23rd and went to 
Chittagong via Comilla. I was in Chittagong Medical College on 
March 25th. On the 24th the Bangladesh flag had already been 
hoisted there. I saw some of the representatives of the East Pakistan 
Rifles (EPR). They tried to present themselves as if they were from 
the media. Some of them were wearing lungis, some were wearing 
trousers. There were not many, only seven or eight of them. J 
heard them tell the crowd that had gathered to listen to them that 
they [the soldiers] must fight, and they used the roof of a building 
to hide and fire from there. They wanted to counter-attack the 
cantonment. They started firing.!! There was so much noise. 
Several hundred people took shelter there. The electricity was 
shut down; the entire place was in darkness. I saw this with my 
own eyes. 

] was born in 1938, so I have seen the British period and I 
saw the communal riots of 1962 and 1963. In 1969, I saw the 
Bhasha Andolan (Language Movement).!? There was a great deal 
of disturbance inside the country then, as well as in 1971. ] am 
sure as a historian you understand this. We went to the Board of 
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Directors and asked them how they could allow people to fight 
from inside a women’s hostel. The Director said, “If Ram kills us 
we will die; if Rahim kills us we will also die. It is better to die in the 
hands of Ram.’!? There was scarcity of food everywhere. They 
had to bring food from outside. It was a terrible time; men, 
women, young children and old people were dying everywhere. 

I was not in charge of the group in Chittagong. There were 
other staff members from the Gandhi Ashram [in Noakhali] who 
were in charge. After this incident on March 25th, I'd say that the 
war started. The person in charge of the Medical College at that 
time was Mr Talukdar. He sent the old people, children and sick 
patients to the village. He sent us to take care of them. I was a 
teacher and a welfare officer too. 

Since I was not married, I was more mobile. In fact, all the 
people from the Ashram were like a single family and they were 
ready to go wherever they were sent. We were all dedicated to the 
Ashram. We made a camp outside Chittagong and started staying 
there. Many people joined our camp. We took care of them. They 
killed our Dhirendra Lal Chowdhury with five other people.'4 
We became leaderless. There were about 400 people staying there. 

We were all Hindus in this camp. It was not easy to get food, 
particularly the staples, fice and dal, were very hard to find. Since 
all of us in the camp were Hindu and our diet was the same, we 
were able to make arrangements and shared our food. My secretary 
and I arranged for rice, tomatoes, dal and drumsticks. We made 
the dal with drumsticks and served them with rice. Camp life was 
not at all easy as there was hardly any food to feed the people. We 
had only one set of clothes with us. We had to stay there with very 
little because we did not know when we had to move again. This 
camp was about 30 kilometres from Chittagong. The chairman 
of the village gave us some rice. We somehow managed to stay 
alive by collecting food from different sources. During this time 
of crisis we became one single group, there was no division or 
small-groupism among the people who stayed in the camp. 

We had many old people, women and children with us. The 
women had duties. I used to wake them up at 4.00 a.m. They went 
to different villages to look and beg for food. Whatever we could 
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gather, rice, dal, pumpkin and so on, were collected and combined 
together. Sometimes we had Very little and by evening our 
stomachs would be empty. We had so little that one meal was all 
we could manage on most days. The food that we cooked was 
distributed equally. Everybody got to eat something whenever 
we had food, but there was not much. 

On May 20th the members of the Ashram were all taken 
away.!2 There were five people from the Ashram: four of them 
died and one was carried away by a fox. Later, I heard that one of 
them had died of starvation and that the Army killed the rest of 
them. No one was willing to break this news to me at first. My 
older brother gave me the news. I couldn’t believe it. The time 
was around 3.00 p.m., and the children and | were very hungry. I 
was wondering what I should do? Should I eat or complete the 
last rituals for the dead? The children were very hungry so I 
arranged for some food. A man from Chittagong helped us. He 
had also heard the news of what had happened in the Ashram and 
came to visit us in the camp. | told him that I] did not have any 
money, so I could not feed the children. He gave me Rs 50. In 
those days, Rs 50 was a huge amount of money. I bought some 
sweet laddus and divided it among the children. Then I arranged 
for an earthen pot. I put some rice, dal and salt in the pot and 
boiled them together for the evening meal. I gave a small portion 
of it to the 18 children who were with me. I also had some older 
boys who were studying for their school final exams. I gave them 
a little extra food. Then I sent the boys to bury the dead bodies. I 
could not allow them to burn the bodies because it would be 
obvious that it was a Hindu funeral ceremony and that would have 
attracted a lot of attention. The army would kill us. So we had to 
bury the bodies like Muslims do, although the dead were Hindus. 

That evening we moved to a forest. That was the only place 
for us. Who would give so many people shelter? In the forest while 
we were hiding, an old man approached us. He had a lantern in 
his hand and a stick in the other. We were scared that he would 
take some of the girls with him. We were afraid that anything 
could happen and we wouldn’t know what to do. There was no 
escape for us. He came to us and asked us why we were sitting 
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there. “Will you not go?’ he enquired. I asked him where we could 
go. There was no place for us to go as all our people had been 
killed. He was curious if this meant that we were planning to stay 
in the forest. He asked us to follow him. So we all followed him. 
He took us to a house. He asked the girls to go to the first floor 
and the boys to stay downstairs. There were women upstairs. 
They left all the rooms for us to use. The next day, in the morning, 
we went out and dug some trenches in the garden. Once again, the 
women went out in search of rice and food. That evening we had 
boiled rice and dal. 

We came to this house on May 20th, and on May 31st I went 
back to Chittagong. I took my secretary with me and left the 
children behind in the house. Neither of us had a set of clean 
clothes to wear. We had no soap either. We were dressed like 
sweepers and we went to Chittagong like ‘that. An acquaintance 
of mine arranged for two burqas for us. We wore them and 
boarded a rickshaw. Then we went to visit some people in 
Chittagong. We needed to get their help to transport the women 
and children who were in our care. When they met us, our friends 
cried. These were Christian missionaries. They arranged for us to 
be dressed like nuns. 

We were now dressed in nuns’ clothes as if we were Christian 
missionaries. Underneath we were wearing polyester saris, shoes 
and spectacles. Those days polyester was a popular material for 
saris. We got in touch with the Catholic mission. With the help of 
the church authorities, we slowly started bringing the children 
from the place where they were hiding. We brought them in groups 
of two and three. We used to dress them up differently every time 
so that the army did not suspect us to be of the same group. We 
also changed the children’s names and last names so that the 
Pakistani soldiers could not guess that these children were Hindu. 
We also went all over Chittagong to look for other homeless 
children and brought them to the mission. Niladi and I used to 
fill up the forms for Hindu and Muslim children. 

In Chittagong we initially stayed in a house of the Mondals. 
We were very scared. They [the Pakistanis] had killed all our 
relatives; our own people were all dead. So we used to cry a lot. 
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Mrs Mondal, our hostess, was not very welcoming, though. She 
would tell us, ‘Don’t cry so much, my bed will get wet.’ The owner 
of the house, Albert Sukumar Mondial, told us that he would eat 
with us, as Hindus do, and I used to cook for all of them. I like 
cooking so it was not a chore. ' 

One day, when we all sat down to pray, someone knocked 
on the door. Mr Mondal was very frightened and he asked us to 
leave his house immediately. So we had to leave with the children; 
we had only the rickshaw fare with us. It was 9.00 p.m. then. We 
asked the rickshaw puller to take us to a nearby church, but when 
we reached we found that the gates were closed. We went to the 
next house seeking help, but the owners asked us to leave, We 
returned to the church and found that the small gate on the side 
was open, and two of us managed to get through. We helped the 
others; we had eight people inside the church. At that very moment 
just as we all got inside, two army trucks passed by. They missed 
us by a couple of seconds. If they had seen us, they would have 
killed us. I went to the priest and told him that we were Dora and 
Mary (the names of Mrs Mondal’s nieces). So he opened the door, 
and we cried a lot then. The next morning we tried to make 
arrangements for the eight people to provide them shelter 
elsewhere. I did not know where we could take them. Mr Mondal 
had thrown us out of his house. While I contemplated what to do, 
I received a call from him. He was concerned if we were alive and 
how we were doing. 

I faced the Pakistan soldiers once in the Chittagong police 
station. I told them that we were Christians. Thus we were saved. 
Another time, I had to face them in Mr Mondal’s house. Mrs 
Mondal was very friendly toward them. She used to joke with 
them and invite them to her house. She introduced us as her 
relatives. When the Pakistanis came to the house they asked for 
drinks, and she served them Coke or Fanta. She also introduced 
us as her nieces, Dora and Mary. Mrs Mondal was very brave. She 
was very comfortable with them. I never came out to meet them. 
I stayed in the kitchen and cooked. 

A minister from India helped me to leave Chittagong and 
cross the border. Two students accompanied me on the trip. My 
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old mother and my family also went with me. By family, I mean 
my brother and his daughter. When I met the Minister, I told him 
that I did not have ID cards for anyone in the group. I asked him 
what I should do. He believed me and issued me a special card. I 
had to have a proper name because I had to meet different people 
like Charuji.'® I was allowed to meet him alone and I asked him 
for assistance for the work I was doing. I realised that this meeting 
would have some consequences and I would become visible to too 
many people and they would become aware of my work. I was 
still wearing the clothes of a nun and it was a spectacle to see a nun 
go to meet Charuji. I met many important people in India then. 
Generally people know me as Jharna, but my official name then 
was Mani Bala Rai Chowdhury. I saw that many young Bengali 
girls from East Pakistan were working and helping in different 
capacities in Tripura. Maleka Begum was there and also Sultana 
Kamal and her sister. Sultana was staying in the women’s hostel, 
and | had lunch with her one day. 

I received a great deal of help from the Shadinota Camp and 
sent the stuff I collected to Chandan Nagar [near Kolkata]. Then 
I went to Kalka and got in touch with more people there. Indira 
Gandhi sent her messenger to meet me. She asked me to write 
down everything that I had seen and experienced. Whenever | 
tried to write I felt sick, as if I had been stabbed in my chest. I was 
very emotional. I had lost one girl in the group. I think she was 
taken away by some animal. My girls and children were suffering 
so much, | could not write all this down as if they were in the past. 
{ knew that they were still suffering. I wrote what I could, but | 
was not allowed to tell anyone who I was. I could not even tell 
them that I was a teacher. 

Many people would ask me if I was sad for leaving behind 
my husband and child in Bangladesh. I would say, “Yes’, but I was 
afraid that if they asked more, I would not know what to say. I 
was not even married but | had to pretend that I was so that no 
one would suspect what work I did and my involvement in the 
Ashram. In the meantime, one of the two students staying with 
me had blood dysentery. She was also running a high temperature. 
{ was very worried for her. I gave her an injection. I was afraid 
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that something horrible might happen to her at night. I did not 
know what I would do then. 

I saw many small children; mostly Bengali Muslim children, 
playing with gold ornaments. They had so many watches, boxes 
of things, and trunks full of goods. I was staying in a Muslim 
person’s house at that time. His name was Hasan and he was in 
politics, but I did not tell him anything. Later, when our own 
people came from the camp to fetch me, I left with them. I saw 
many people had benefited during the war; they were all Muslims. 

I had also seen women being raped, kidnapped, killed and 
mutilated. I had myself buried five bodies. The people around me 
told me that I was not supposed to use that ground. | had to 
remove those bodies and rebury them elsewhere. I treated many 
sick people in the villages. I knew a little about medicine and I 
used whatever knowledge I had to help people who needed it. I 
had the responsibility for many children. J had to arrange their 
food, as well as make sure that they were protected. Around this 
time, my brother’s wife was expecting her baby. I had to take care 
of her, too. 

I returned to Bangladesh after some time. I wrote the report 
that Indira Gandhi wanted me to. I told her all that I knew. Many 
international visitors also met me then. There were many young 
men who were working in the Intelligence Service and they met 
me to discuss what was happening inside East Pakistan. I went to 
Kolkata from there, and got in touch with everyone I could. I 
returned to Bangladesh after we got independence. It was on 
January Ist or 3rd that I went back to Jessore. I could not find 
anyone there. ] stayed there for two nights or so. I was hosted by 
the owner of a local cinema theatre there. He was a Muslim. I was 
very scared to stay in his house. They were scared, too. But they 
helped me. From Jessore, I went to Khulna and then to the Dhaka 
Ramakrishna Mission. I asked them to help.me bring back the 
orphans from India. Slowly, they started coming back to Dhaka. 

During 1971 the whole place was in chaos. I was, as you have 
heard, involved in social welfare of destitute women and children. 
It was a horrible time; everyone was torturing, killing, looting 
and destroying everyone else. They were grabbing each other’s 
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things, entering their homes, destroying their women; it was like 
hell. Some of my acquaintances, women of my age group, were 
also raped. Some were even killed. So many women lost their 
husbands, fathers and brothers. Most of them were very troubled, 
lonely, desperate, and I was worried what they would do. Now, 
however, life has changed for them. If you meet them now, they 
look happy; they have settled down. So much time has passed, 
people have healed their wounds. I have also stopped thinking 
about 1971. It makes me feel badly when I think about those days, 
but generally I never think about it. I am talking about it after 
nearly 30 years. . 


Notes 


! During the war, the active supporters of the Muslim League that founded 
Pakistan continued to resist the independence of East Pakistan. They 
founded Peace Committees in an effort to create normalcy within East 
Pakistan with the assistance of local supporters and the Pakistan 
administration. 

2 Kartik is the eighth lunar month according to the Hindu calendar and 
coincides with October/November. . 

> She was a well-known freedom fighter and worked closely with Mahatma 
Gandhi. In 1963 she became the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, the first 
woman to hold the position in an Indian state. 

4 Mala isa string of beads used for prayer. Tulsi or basil plant is considered 
sacred by Hindus. Widows generally wear a tulsi mala to signify their status 
and disassociate with worldly things. ; 

> After the General Assembly was disbanded on March 3, the common 
people in East Pakistan took to the streets demanding justice from the 
Pakistan government. The riots that followed were bloody and chaotic and 
armed groups of Bengalis went on a rampage against the non-Bengalis to 
target them with violence as a reaction to the Pakistan government’s 
failure to accept Sheikh Mujibur Rahman as the Prime Minister. This 
incident is related to this period of the struggle. 

6 | have heard similar stories from several people in Bangladesh. Two of them 
were imprinted in my memory because both of them are somewhat unusual 
in their outcome. The first incident in Saidpur happened on March 23, 
1971. It appears that a number of men, young and old, who were suspected 
of being involved in anti-state activities, were arrested and taken outside 
the town and shot there. All of them were killed, except two who survived. 
One of them was a Marwari Hindu. He introduced himself to me as Kamal 
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Ahmed. Later he admitted that he was previously Hindu and his name was 
Kamla Prasad. He said, ‘Saidpur was under curfew then. I came out of my 
house to shave and saw the army outside. My brother, Narayan Prasad 
(who later fled to India) was being beaten. I wanted to take the back road 
and disappear. But they saw me and arrested both of us. My mother pleaded 
with the army to let one of us go. I was taken to the cantonment where | 
saw many important people—doctors, members of Parliament, and so on. 
We were beaten for an hour every evening and were interrogated. We had 
nothing to tell, though. We were kept like that until sometime in April 
when they decided to move us because of the lack of space. We were taken 
to Uper Saher (uptown). Two rows of men before us were lined up in front 
of firing squads and shot; then they fired on us. The bullet went through 
my leg and J fell. | was half buried. Soon after that it rained and everyone 
left. After several hours, someone came and helped me out of the pit. They 
took me to a hospital and registered me under a Muslim name—Ahmed 
Hussain. They warned me never to reveal my old identity... My family did 
not accept my conversion. My brother asked me to reconvert and promised 
he would help me financially, but I refused. I have lived asa Muslim since.’ 
He said that he had shared his story with his daughter. 
Major Faroukh is another survivor. In 1971, he was serving as a Captain 

in the East Bengal Regiment (EBR). After the EBR revolted on March 25, 
1971, he and some of his Bengali colleagues were rounded up by the 
Pakistanis in Chittagong. They were locked in a room and shot at. Captain 
Faroukh broke open a window and escaped through it although he had 
suffered gunshot wounds. He walked several miles in the dark before he 
received assistance. Afterwards, he joined the Mukti Bahini and fought 
against the Pakistan Army as a Major. He led many guerilla attacks into the 
border from Tripura. After Bangladesh was liberated, he was awarded the 
title of Bir Pratik for his service in the war. After 1975, he resigned from 
the army because he was deemed a suspect in the Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 
assassination conspiracy, was punished on suspicion of being an anti-state 
agent, and was put under surveillance. He said, ‘I had survived the Pakistani 
Army’s attempt to kill me, but ] was hunted by my own people. It made no 
sense any more.’ 
Kanthaisa kind of embroidery practiced in Bengal. Kanthas were originally 
used for babies and were made of leftover fabric and used clothes. Embroidery 
was used to decorate and stitch together the patchwork. Later, it became a 
style. Today, many women are involved in this trade and their handiwork 
is sold in boutiques and women’s co-operatives all over Bangladesh. 
§ Gandhi’s nieces. 
9 Institute of Postgraduate Medicine and Research (IPGMR) was established 

in December 1965, before the independence of Bangladesh, by the 

government of Pakistan. The hospital is commonly referred to as PG. It 
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was renamed Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujib Medical University in 1998. 


10 Personal interview, June 2006, Geneva. 
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I corroborated this event from Brigadier Karar Ali Aga in Pakistan, who 
gave me a detailed account. The Bengalis besieged and held the Pakistanis 
hostage within the cantonment for a few hours, but the Pakistanis retaliated 
and there was a bloodbath on both sides. This story was also verified by 
Brigadier Shafi who was in command of the forces in Chittagong in 1971. 
Brigadier Shafi took a personal interest in my work being an old boy of 
Aligarh Muslim University and he was totally honest in sharing even the 
most painful memories of 1971 with me. I spent several days with him and 
his wife, Shahnaz and they were gracious hosts and honest witnesses of 
1971. Shahnaz Shafi has an unusual story. She was previously married to a 
Bengali civil servant who was posted in Eastern Europe at the time of the 
war. He resigned his position and became persona non grata within the 
Pakistan administration as a result. A few years after the liberation of 
Bangladesh, her husband passed away and Shahnaz returned to Pakistan. 
She married Brigadier Shafi several years later but the two of them have 
rarely discussed their personal memories of 1971. Shahnaz Shafi was writing 
a book of her personal memories of 1947 and 1971 when I met her in 
Rawalpindi in 2004-05. 

In 1948, the Government of Pakistan declared Urdu as the national 
language of Pakistan, which was immediately opposed by the Bengalis of 
East Pakistan. In turn, they started a language movement demanding the 
recognition of Bangla as a national language. In 1952, protest marches led 
to clashes between students and police and many were killed. In 1956, the 
government accepted Bangla as an official language of Pakistan. 
Nevertheless, Bengali resentment against the ruling group in West Pakistan 
continued to fester and was expressed in various demands, culminating in 
the Six-Points demand made by Mujibur Rahman, the leader of the Awami 
League, in 1970. Jharna Chowdhury’s mention of the riots in 1969 must 
be contextualised within this environment of agitation and struggle that 
started with the language question and developed into the liberation struggle 
in 1971. 

Is this a reference to the Indian agents in Bangladesh? The mention of 
Ram hints that Indian Hindu agents were helping the Bengalis against the 
Pakistan Army. Rahim, on the other hand, is one of the 99 names of Allah 
and is used here to refer to the Muslim Pakistan Army. From the point of 
historical evidence, I am curious if these men who had taken over the 
Medical College were the same men who are documented in the photo 
album available in the United Forces Library and the UN Centre for 
Documentation and Research in New Delhi. If so, we have both oral and 
visual evidence to corroborate this incident. 

Itis not clear who killed Dhirendra Lal Chowdhury and where this happened. 
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From her narrative it appears that the incident took place in the camp and 
not in the Ashram. In a later statement, she mentions that several people 
were killed in the Ashram. Her narrative is somewhat confused because she 
does not explain the context and details. As listeners. we have to make 
some connections between the events that she mentions in different 
sections of her narrative to grasp the fear of the Hindu minorities during 
the war that she highlights. 

The narrator does not clearly establish who had taken the people from the 
Ashram. We have to assume from the narrative that it was the Pakistan 
soldiers who were the perpetrators against the Hindu community living in 
the Ashram and the camp. 

Chowdhury. does not spell out for us who Charuji is. Obviously, it is a 
nickname and most likely she was referring to Swaran Singh, one of the 
ministers in Indira Gandhi’s cabinet who was actively involved in the war 
efforts. As is obvious from her narrative, she was actively supported by the 
Indian Congress government. 


5 Women's War 


Laila Ahmed, Rajshahi and Dhaka 


‘There was a revolt, you can say, by women, and it had a great 
impact.’ 


The story of the Liberation War would have become a holy grail in 
Bangladesh, pure and inaccessible, a deified object of worship if we 
, did not have Bangladeshi women to report on it. In a variety of voices, 
these women raise our awareness of the multiple experiences of the 
war from many different locations as victims, collaborators, 
supporters, care givers, soldiers, bystanders and survivors. Their 
memories make us realise the war’s terrifying power of violence that 
wreaked havoc among the communities of women, and, 
simultaneously, we learn to appreciate those individual women who 
resisted the dehumanisation of their gender against all odds. 

The desire to fight and become agents of the state and nation 
motivated many women to join in the war efforts. The dream to be 
freedom fighters was, for the majority of women, in the realm of 
imagination, they could not find an entry point in the male-dominated 
war. A few did and got the taste of fighting some battles first-hand, 
which was an important turning point in their lives.! Generally 
women were pushed out of the battlefield to secondary and invisible 
places like infirmaries and clinics as first-aid workers and nurses to 
take care of wounded soldiers. Women were thus, once again, reduced 
into the service of men, and their hope to be equal partners in founding 
a new nation was severely restricted. 

To understand the power of the attraction of war for women 
and their ambition to become soldiers, we have to hear from the 
women who were enthralled by the rhetoric of nationalism and 
promise of an independent nation that inspired them to overcome 
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the patriarchal order of Bengali society and take individual decisions 
to risk their lives in the hope of service to the country. What were 
these women’s experiences in war? How should we judge those who 
decided to fight and kill for the nation? The hands-on and deliberate 
killing that.men did in war with the aim to destroy their real and 
imagined enemies makes it easier to pass judgement on men as 
perpetrators. It seems many women also desired to do the same work 
as men did, but they could not execute these actions because of barriers 
that gender posed on the war front. If we simply go by the rhetoric of 
ethnic nationalism to free Bangladesh from the clutches of the 
Pakistani rulers that some women recite in remembering their war 
memories, it would not be difficult to call them potential perpetrators. 
The problem of understanding and explaining the hopes of Bengali 
women and comparing them with their actions and activities during 
and after the war, however, produces a far more complex and nuanced 
narrative, which clearly establishes the different experiences of Bengali 
women versus men. Women’s reality as secondary citizens limited 
the exercise of their agency even before independent Bangladesh was 
born. 

In Laila Ahmed’s narrative, we hear a first-hand report of the 
lived experiences of discrimination that women had to combat within 
the fluctuating situation of the war. Women’s roles were not outlined 
or developed within the war plans and inclusion was on an ad hoc 
basis. It is in episodes like Laila’s that women’s fractured inclusion 
in the nation-making process becomes evident, and we clearly see the 
discrimination at work that has plagued Bangladesh’s history right 
from the beginning and continues even now. How did a woman like 
Laila change an adverse situation into creating awareness of women’s 
work and a site of hope for others? How do we judge her struggle that 
has continued beyond the battleground? Has liberation delivered the 
promise of freedom and equality to women in Bangladesh? Tracing 
the experiences of Laila gives us an understanding and some answers 
to these vexed questions. 

Laila Ahmed lives and works in Dhaka, where I met her a few 
times. She is a single woman and is well known socially and 
professionally in her field of work. Our discussions were generally 
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conducted in her home, which provided the privacy for frank 
conversations on many topics. She was generally forthcoming and 
willing to engage, but was not comfortable in talking about witnessing 
or enabling violence. She was more interested in talking about the 
process of her involvement (or lack of it) in the war, and I focused our 
conversations on that. The war had a dramatic impact on Laila, as 
we find in her narrative. From living a protected and sheltered life at 
home as a student at the medical college, she was transformed into a 
homeless revolutionary; a self-image she liked to present and talked 
about at great length. 

Laila’s testimony is a narrative road to personal forgetting of 
family and friends who constituted her world. In its place she created 
a new one based on purpose and service to nation, which she actualised 
after the war. But first she had to make sense of emotions and 
experiences that arrived at the doorstep of her home when the war 
broke out and changed the familiar into the strange. Her father’s 
death and the utter lack of respect for her female body by her kin, she 
quickly realised, made her into a liability. The world in which she 
was protected and respected was gone. The harsh lesson the war taught 
her was that her body made her vulnerable and those who disclaimed 
association with her vulnerable body survived; she had to pay the 
price of the dissolution of her family. Rather than relinquishing and 
accepting her fate, she struggled to come to terms with the end of the 
old self and created a new purpose through a disciplined and forward- 
looking will to become a participant and not remain a bystander in 
the war. The troubling realities of the unscripted acts of violence thal 
she encountered in this new mission opened a space for another level 
of interrogation. She continued to find a pattern behind the planned 
and unplanned assaults on her. She found that gender discrimination 
was a designed social system to destroy the private and political being 
of women. 

Strangers became kin in her flight to find a purpose and in the 
alien land of India she found a location to carry on her struggle. Laila 
had to undertake a personal journey as a woman and she emerged us 
a free agent after a long and hard struggle. In Kolkata, she trained to 
fight in battle. Unfortunately for her, the war ended before she received 
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notice of deployment. She did not have the opportunity to carry arms 
and fight on behalf of her nation, and this has remained her greatest 
regret. 

Laila’s testimony makes us curious to know what women were 
capable of doing during the war. We suddenly find we do not know 
the Bangladeshi women. Our lens was focused on a ‘single vision’, 
thus far. We saw them as victims of sexual violence and care givers. 
We did not encounter Bangladeshi women as aggressive agents, 
desiring to kill and be killed on behalf of territory and nation. We 
knew them only as pacific voices against violence in the conventional 
image and we want to hold on to it. We are biased. Laila’s testimony 
tells another story. She was motivated by a cold rationalisation of 
political issues to support the war effort and believed that wartime 
participation was a necessary price for full citizenship in the future. 
Her youthful infatuation with the romance of war and longing to 
become a front-line participant by committing violence to make the 
nation and find a place as a full member in the newly created nation 
were not fulfilled.’ 

The harsh conditions of living and training in an alien and 
male-dominated environment were difficult for Laila but she endured 
them in the hope that she, too, could be a war hero. The ideological 
training that she received in the classes was important for her. She 
felt worthy. But it was not enough. She needed to see the war upfront 
and find a place for herself within the rank of soldiers. She never 
achieved that purpose despite several trips to the border camps. In the 
face of failure, which she experienced, time and again, and being 
denied the opportunity to fight for Bangladesh, Laila now clings to 
every detail of those listless days—the schedules they maintained in 
the women’s training division, the daily work they did, and the 
sacrifices they made. Her detailed memory of the places and the people 
she had encountered during the process of preparing to become a 
soldier is marvellous but makes one ask why does she remember so 
much? Why is this memory so important to her more than three 
decades later? 

The period of the war was a turbulent time for Laila. It was 
ruthless on her body and mind. She has committed to memory every 
person she met along the way in her recovery and becoming an agent 
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for change, each episode in the process, every gesture of friendship, 
because she needs to make sense of the disruption that the war entailed 
and the changes she made. The war is plotted as the point of transition 
in her life. For Laila to remember everything that happened in the 
process is crucial. She is convinced that women would have been 
‘delivered’ from their restricted female form and become truly free 
from the clutches of a male-dominated society if the war hadn’t ended 
so soon. An extended war would have demanded women’s 
participation at the front and then, Laila and many others, like her, 
would have found a place among the respectable war heroes. War 
was a hope for another possible future for women like her but it never 
delivered that promise. It is an unusual viewpoint coming from a 
person who desired a peaceful Bangladesh. 

In the face of failure to become a war hero and no home to 
return to, Laila became bold and defiant. She refused to marry and 
settle down. On completing her medical course, she decided to take a 
leadership role in providing health care to the rural poor. She has 
since dedicated herself to the primary health care programme for 
disempowered rural women with the hope of making them masters 
of their lives and bodies, which women of her generation could not 
achieve. Laila understands that women have limited privileges within 
the nation state even after liberation; she has suffered many levels of 
discrimination. She is determined to facilitate others to overcome the 
restrictions of gender that are imposed on them. Were women like 
Laila really deemed partners in a war that men fought? She waits 
and longs to find that place, and every bit of the past—the war and 
violence that promised fulfilment—she gathers and preserves in the 
hope that she will be able to make sense of her life, someday. For now 
the question lingers: can women be accepted as architects of the nation- 
building process in post-liberated Bangladesh? 


Laila Ahmed's story 


My father was an intelligence officer and was posted in the Central 
Intelligence Division. I had five brothers. Iam the only daughter. 
Our ancestral village is in Kustia, near the India and Bangladesh 
border. We lived in Rajshahi town, and our house was directly on 
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the river bank, with India on the other side of the river. [ had a 
cousin who served in the Air Force as an officer during the war. 
After March 25th Rajshahi was under the control of the mukti 
jouddhas. They kept the Pakistani officers captive there, but not 
for long. A new regiment of the Pakistan Army was sent from 
Dhaka. In the town, though, all the units—like the BDR 
(Bangladesh Rifles), East Bengal Regiment and Intelligence 
Department—were supporting the freedom fighters. 

On April 13, the Pakistan Army captured the Police Training 
Institute near Rajshahi. They entered the university and caused a 
massacre. Rajshahi town fell that night after fierce fighting. We 
took shelter in an old building with the families of other 
intelligence officers. We were afraid to stay in our own house 
because it was like a bungalow and the roof was made of straw 
and tin that would catch fire if the soldiers shot at it. The freedom 
fighters did not alert people when they left; people were not aware 
that the Pakistan Army had taken Rajshahi town. If they had 
done that, rung the alarm bells all over town, so many people 
wouldn’t have died. 

The Pakistan Army came into our town with their tanks and 
ammunition. This was on Wednesday, April 14, 1971, and in 
Bangla it is Chaitra 31. They were well equipped and wel] 
informed. They came into town at 10.00 p.m. and captured Saheb 
Bazar without any opposition from the Bengalis. The whole day, 
they went from place to place arresting ordinary people who they 
thought were anti-Pakistan. They broke open the gate leading to 
the house where we were all taking shelter. They entered the house 
and looted it. My mother and two small brothers were in the 
house. Two other brothers had fled to my elder brother’s house. 
Many local people were fleeing to India by the river, and one of 
my brothers went away with one such group, which we did not 
know about until later. 

I was a student of Rajshahi Medical College at that time, and 
our college was closed since March 23rd. J was a day-scholar; that 
is, I lived at home and attended college from there. It was not far 
from our house. There were 15 to 16 girls in our house when the 
Pakistani soldiers entered our house. We were asked to stay behind 
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and not come out in front of them. We saw them from a distance. 
They asked all the men to line up—my father was also in the line- 
up—and they marched them out of the house. They took them 
some distance away from the gate, out of sight of the people, and 
lined them up in front of a firing squad and shot them dead. This 
I learned later on. Everybody could hear the sound of gunfire, 
but we were not certain what had happened. 

At around 4.00 p.m. that afternoon, we went up to the 
terrace to see what was happening in the town. The entire place 
looked desolate. We heard the sound of firing; it was continuous, 
and soon we saw there was a fire in our neighbourhood. We 
thought, ‘Our house will be burned in this fire.’ The fire was so 
intense and fierce that people from the Indian side of the border 
and across from the Padma river saw it, too. People were suddenly 
very scared. They did not know what to do since the Pakistani 
soldiers had surrounded the town and the people. 

My family told me to hide. I hid in a place with the other 
girls for the night. No one came to see us that night. If they’d 
come to check on us, the Pakistanis would have come to know 
that there were girls hiding there. Across from where we were 
hiding was a wall. Dead bodies were on the other side. We heard 
people walking there; they were making sounds and breaking twigs 
and things like that. We were praying that the fire would go out 
and whoever was on the other side of our hide-out wouldn’t find 
us. We were very afraid. It rained that night. In the campus where 
we stayed, there were other women too. Mothers were trying to 
protect their young girls because everyone knew that when the 
Pakistani soldiers came they raped young girls. We were all afraid 
of that. They had taken away girls from the university hall in 
Dhaka. The small towns came under their control after Dhaka. 
Our main motto was to save our lives and the honour of girls. 
Girls suffer the risk of torture, rape and death. Boys, on the other 
hand, fear that they will be captured, tortured and put to death. 
Now when I think back on it, I wonder if the people in the villages 
were also concerned about these problems. Certainly, those who 
were somewhat educated and knew the nature of the Pakistani 
soldiers were well aware of the dangers that we had to deal with. 
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Ninety people had taken shelter in the place I was hiding 
that night. They included men, women and children. In the 
morning, people left the place. It was still raining. The dead bodies 
were wet, and some were rotting and lying in the muck and water. 
We, the young girls, requested that the bodies be brought inside, 
to a decent place. But everyone, particularly the men, refused us. 
They told us that the army might come again and if they don’t see 
the dead bodies they will know that the local people were involved 
and will find us. On the other hand, if they see the dead bodies 
lying outside, they will think there is no one alive in the 
neighbourhood. Hence, they wanted to use the dead bodies for 
their own safety. I really felt badly about it; I told them we could 
run away instead of using the dead bodies for our protection. But 
no one listened to me. 

People were going on with their daily business as if nothing 
had happened. They were cooking, taking care of children, and 
generally talking. When I asked my mother what had happened, 
she told me that the night before when we were in hiding; my 
father was taken away by the army. She had waited for me to 
return so that she could move us to another building where there 
were many people hiding, more than a 100 people or so. When I 
heard this from my mother, I wondered if my father’s body was 
also lying outside in the mud on the road. 

I had to find out if my father was lying in the cold out there. 
So I peeked out of the building we were hiding in. From the crack 
in the door, I saw my father’s face, and his body was swollen and 
he was making some sounds. I could not go out because the road 
was visible from the main door, and the people who were staying 
inside the building had posted a watchman on the door to prevent 
people from going out and coming in. I was feeling very sad. My 
father was lying outside, almost dead, and others were taking 
advantage of it. I was the oldest child in my family. I was watching 
him helplessly and unable to do anything. I was very close to my 
father. My mother did not say a thing to the people in the building. 
She kept quiet. She wanted to live, I think, and did not want to 
risk her life for her husband. I had two.younger brothers too; 
they were not with us then. One was 11 and the other two and a 
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half years old. We did not have information about them. My 
mother sat there the whole day and did not even move. She refused 
to ask the men to help her bring her husband inside. I went about 
trying to get my mind off the problem and started giving first-aid 
to those who were inside and needed some help. Being a woman, 
my body was considered to be dangerous to myself and others, 
but I could not do anything because everyone was afraid. So we 
waited and hid inside the abandoned building all day. Inside the 
building, they had divided the place into two sectors. There was a 
section for women and children and another for the men. 

In the evening, a truck came. It was full of dead bodies. The 
men who were collecting dead bodies were in civilian clothes, but 
I think they were army men. They inspected the ground, and then 
brought out the dead bodies from the truck. They dug a shallow 
grave and piled these bodies with the ones lying on the ground 
together and put some earth over them. The bodies were not well 
buried at all. They left them like that and went away. We heard 
the sound of windows being broken, but nothing happened that 
night. On Friday, we heard an announcement that the army had 
left our town. I came out of the building and saw that my father’s 
body was barely covered with earth. The body parts were visible 
and rotting away, but no one cared that he did not get a decent 
burial. I requested the men to help me to bury my father properly. 
In the meantime, my brother who was missing came looking for 
us and he helped me to put some earth on the exposed dead bodies. 
But he did not understand or know who had died and who we 
were burying. We decided to leave that building. It was not a safe 
place to stay. The house had a five-foot wall and a thatched roof 
with tin over it, and it could be burned down at any time by the 
army. So we returned to our house, which was not too far from 
the place where we had taken shelter. 

We heard that the army was going to open all the offices the 
day after Jumma (Friday) and force people to return to work. My 
mother decided to retrieve the property documents from the 
strong room in my father’s office where he had kept them. My 
mother was a strong person. She was a teacher in Kolkata in the 

British era, and she was practical and aware of the situation. We 
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did not have information about my elder brother, and some people 
told us that he had left on April 13th with others. We later got 
news of my elder brother and his family that they were alive. He 
had one daughter and two sons. One of them was in the Air Force. 
They were all captured and taken as prisoners. We were 
dumbfounded when we got the news. 

My father’s two brothers came to our house. We used to live 
on the border of Kustia. My uncles were much younger than my 
father. One was studying at the university. It was not easy for 
them to come to our house. They had to cross the border to the 
Indian side and come to us through Behrampur, Murshidabad. 
We were on the banks of the Padma river in Rajshahi town, but 
the people who lived across from us were not citizens. of East 
Pakistan, but India. My uncles were living on the island in the 
river. While they were hiding there, they heard that the entire 
town of Rajshahi was under the control of the Pakistan Army. 
The Pakistani soldiers used to fire on the island whenever they 
saw any movement there. People staying on the island were given 
an hour’s break from the curfew-like conditions to go to the 
market in Rajshahi. My uncles dressed like people of the island 
and came to our house with them when they came for the daily 
shopping. My uncles wanted to take us with them, but my mother 
refused to leave her house. She told them that it would be difficult 
to raise six children on the island without a proper place to stay 
and without assets to support her. She requested my uncles to 
take me with them. She was very concerned about me. My 11- 
year-old brother also came with us, but my elderbrother wanted 
to stay with my mother, and also my youngest brother. My uncles 
came to fetch us on May 11th, and we moved on May 12th. I 
dressed like a girl from the island and walked with other women 
past the army. We went to Behrampur, Jalangi, and Nadia and 
reached my grandfather’s house in Kustia. It took us a whole day 
and night to walk through the island to reach the place. We 
reached Kustia and found that it was a free land. The whole border 
was free at that time; but later after occupying the towns, the 
Pakistan Army started closing the borders. For four or five days, 
there was no trouble. Men and women from Faridpur were 
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crossing the border (to India) from this side. They were refugees. 

My grandfather’s house was huge. It was located in the village 
of Dharmoda in Shikarpur. The house was on eight bighas*’ of 
land, and he had a lovely garden with a tubewell and everything. 
When I lived there, my normal day consisted of providing first- 
aid to the people who came from across the border. I used to give 
them water, food like puffed-rice, and anything else I found and 
they could manage to find. I also gave them information of the 
army postings, and this was of great help at that time. We also 
had a small house in the compound that we used as a rest house 
for the refugees. 

However, later when the army came to the village, the whole 
situation changed. I saw them rape many girls. Once I saw them 
rape a girl from a good middle-class home, and they left her 
bleeding. She was no more than 18 years of age. But no one could 
do anything for her. Rape was not the only torture they did to the 
women here. To be forced to leave one’s house is another kind of 
torture, and so many women had to leave their homes because of 
fear of the army. They had to move to unknown places without 
their family, at times, without their children or food, and they 
had to stay in that condition for days, weeks. Sometimes they 
never met their families again. 

Soon the soldiers started coming regularly to our village 
and asked the people to vacate it. They stopped coming at night 
because the mukti jouddhas who used to have a camp on the other 
side of the bank used to come to the village at night. The Pakistani 
Army was not able to identify them so they wanted the people to 
vacate the village. 

The soldiers came twice and told the people to leave. Their 
camp was two miles away, and they used to take two hours to 
walk through the bank. We could see them as they approached 
us. The young women used to cross the narrow rivers on banana 
rafts and go to the other side and hide there. We would come out 
at night when the Pakistani soldiers had left. Some potters went 
to the other side of the river, to the Indian side, and lived there. 
We did not move there. 

The Indian Army started firing towards where we were, from 
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their side of the border during the daytime. Our side of the border 
was higher, so it was quite visible. The freedom fighters had joined 
them, too. Our families told us to go into the interior of the village, 
more than a kilometre inside and stay there. We used to return 
only in the evening. Ten or 12 of us were doing this daily; my aunt 
was with us. The rest were all young women. On May 24th the 
army came to empty the village. My aunt and the others wanted 
to go to the other side of the river. My uncle asked me if I would 
like to go with them. My aunt’s family was from the village and 
used to live in the interior, about four kilometres inland. My aunt 
wanted me to go with her there, but I refused because there was 
no certainty about the army’s behaviour. They could easily go 
there too, and then we would be in trouble. 

There was a massive battle there for a day. The entire day 
there was firing from both sides. J stayed in the house of a potter. 
I was alone there with my uncle and brother. That night a Christian 
boy called Dipu came to take me to a temporary shelter, but my 
uncle didn’t want to let me go since he had promised my mother 
to take care of me. I did not want him to decide about my life; I 
wanted to take my own responsibility. He wanted me to give this 
in writing to him so that my mother would not hold him 
responsible. 

My maternal grandmother used to stay in Nadia. We did 
not have any connection with her, but J had her address. I decided 
to go to her house. I got shelter in a zamindar’s house that night. 
His daughter, I found out, was a student in Kolkata and was 
educated. When she found out that I was a medical student, she 
was very upset that I was in this condition moving from place to 
place like a homeless person. Next day, I went to my 
grandmother’s house. She was very old at that time. She had lost 
two of her sons within six months in two car accidents. Her 
youngest son who lived in Kolkata took care of her. Now, when I 
arrived at her house, I gave her the news of her son-in-law’s—my 
father’s—death. I had reached her house after three days journey, 
although in normal conditions it takes no more than three hours 
to get there. On the way to my grandmother’s, I stayed in Dipu 
Kabiraj’s house. His mother and other family members were there. 
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The death of my father was the turning point in my life. 
After that, many incidents, big and small, took place, but they 
did not affect me as much. When I was growing up my father 
never allowed me to go anywhere alone, although I was a medical 
student. He was very conservative. I had never been to a students’ 
picnic. I had a fixed rickshaw, and the rickshaw puller used to 
drop me and pick me up from college. My father never allowed us 
to go to any party or join politics. Being in the Intelligence branch 
he knew everything that was happening in politics and the 
government. I grew up in a protected. and sheltered home. 

Today people say that they were with the freedom fighters 
from the beginning. It was not easy, although many people claim 
that they went to war. It is true that many people in East Pakistan 
supported the mass uprising. Many Bengali officers who defected 
from the Pakistan Army also supported the freedom struggle. I 
don’t know if my father was involved, but he was killed during the 
time of the takeover. It was not that easy to become a freedom 
fighter when the Pakistan Army was watching everything that the 
Bengali officers were doing. It was May 24th and the process of 
forming a government-in-exile in India had already started a few 
weeks before. The structure of the government was not clear at 
that time. Freedom fighters who were from the ex-East Bengal 
Regiment (EBR) and East Pakistan Rifles (EPR), who knew how 
to handle guns, were setting up camps of freedom fighters and 
training men. I had some relatives who were in the Bengal 
Regiment, and I contacted them. I made these contacts very early 
on when I was staying in the potter’s home. I forgot to tell you 
that when I was staying in my grandfather’s house, the villagers 
there had asked him to leave his house and take shelter elsewhere. 
But he refused. He reasoned that the army would not bother an 
old man like him. He was mistaken. When the Pakistani soldiers 
came to the village, they forcibly occupied his house and hung 
him with his own lungi. They wanted his house, which was on 
higher ground and from where they could see the enemy’s 
movements. Also, the house was surrounded by a wall and was 
beside the river, which made it easier for them to catch the people 
who were using the river to escape. 
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Dipu Kabiraj told me to go to Kolkata since the government- 
in-exile had been formed, and the important members were 
available there. I wanted to join the medical wing of the Mukti 
Bahini, since I was a medical student. I went to Kolkata and 
contacted the ministry. One of my father’s friends was the Minister 
of Health in the new government. He advised me to meet someone 
in Theatre Road,‘ and that person asked me to join the office and 
work there for a while. They offered me a salary of Rs 150 per 
month. I refused to take this job. Since I refused, they asked me to 
go and meet General Osmani in Kaylani where he was staying. 
They told me that he could appoint me to the medical wing, and 
then I could go and help the freedom fighters. I did not know 
where Kaylani was, so I asked Dipu Kabiraj if he would accompany 
me. I trusted him as an Indian more than I would a Bangladeshi 
man. There were nine refugee camps in Kaylani, and General 
Osmani’s office was also there. I could not meet him because we 
were late. The tram in which we were travelling had an electric 
failure, so we were delayed. We went back to Kolkata without 
meeting the General. My younger brother was also with me then. 
Since I decided to join the freedom fighters, I sent my brother 
back home. It was very hard for me to make that decision since ] 
knew our house, being in Shikarpur on the border, was a 
vulnerable target. My grandmother was not aware of anything 
that we were planning. She wouldn’t have allowed me if she knew. 

There was an elderly doctor who used to practice in Krishna 
Nagar in Nadia. His office was near the train station. I decided to 
go to Kaylani again. Some local people there told me that they 
could take me there. But I refused their help. I had a sixth sense 
that they were not good people. I was very cautious and used to 
take shelter in safe places like the doctor’s chambers. I never went 
anywhere with a strange person. The doctor sent me to Theatre 
Road in one of his patient’s taxis. I tried contacting people there 
so many times, I was tired. 1 was 20 years old and had to sell 
everything I owned, like my gold chain, to generate money to pay 
for my expenses. I tried not to take taxis and public transport in 
order to save my money. So I walked as much as I could. My legs 
were swollen, and J had an abscess and a kidney infection. Kidney 
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infection was a common disease at that time. Sodhukha 
Choudhury was there at that time. He was a Minister and was 
helping educated women to get training before sending them to 
the field. This was toward the end of June. He selected me to get 
trained. 

We stayed in Gobra Camp; it was a garden house of a rich 
man in the middle of the biggest burial ground in Kolkata. In that 
compound there was also a factory, but-it was closed due to the 
Naxalite problem. This compound was now given to the 
Bangladesh government-in-exile for its use. It was outside the 
main city of Kolkata. Naxalites used to make bombs there and 
also used it as their shelter. Regular people did not visit this place. 
There were some people who did not want us there. They used to 
throw stones at us. 

There were very few women in the camp in the beginning. 
Many joined afterwards. St John’s Ambulance Association of India 
started giving us first-aid training. They also trained us for 
espionage, short arms training and nursing. All these tasks women 
could do easily. Also, we had to attend a variety of classes on 
different subjects. These classes were taught by women from 
different colleges and universities. There was Miradi from Lady 
Brabourne College, another from Jadavpur University, and one 
more teacher. They were preparing the girls mentally to go to the 
battlefield and fight. They used to tell us the history of war and 
fighting on the borders, and about Fidel Castro and Che Guevara. 
Mira di also gave us physical training, and her brother, who was 
serving in the Indian Air Force, used to teach us about arms and 
ammunition. This training was arranged by the Indian 
government, but they did not give us arms. After our regular 
classes were over, I used to teach in the medical camp about first- 
aid. 

Most of the girls who were in this camp were actively involved 
in politics during their student days, before 1971. They had come 
on their. own to the camp, like I did. They came from various 
places in Bangladesh, like Dhaka and Chittagong, and some had 
come from the refugee camps because they wanted to do something 
for the country. There was one girl from a rather rich family in 
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Bangladesh. Her father was killed, and her mother was abducted 
on the way when they were trying to cross the border to India. 
She was well trained in horse-riding. She came to this camp to 
train with us. Now she lives in Kolkata and is married. 

There were strict rules in the camp. We used to get Rs 35 in 
Indian currency for personal expenses. Everything else was free. 
Our food was free; we were also given two white saris each, our 
bedclothes and a mattress. All of us in the camp had taken an oath 
not to use a pillow as long as our country was not free. We cooked 
for ourselves, and when we were not in class or training, we spent 
our time singing war songs. I had to bring medicine from the 
medical unit in Theatre Road. Generally I got tetanus injections, 
vitamins, ointments and creams for injuries and pain, medicine 
for infection, and so on. We used to join protest rallies against 
international and national policies that were not in favour of 
Bangladesh. We also used to give public speeches on what was 
happening in East Pakistan and about the suffering of our people. 
We were also helping the Ramakrishna Mission and others who 
were. working on behalf of the refugees. 

Generally, we were not given permission to go out of the 
camp on our own or alone. I had to get permission to go out of 
the camp to fetch medicines from Theatre Road. Likewise, if 
anyone wanted to come to the camp from outside, they had to 
first get permission to visit. There was strict enforcement of 
security after 5.00 p.m. For practical training, we were sent in 
batches of 15 girls to B.R. Singh Railway Hospital. There were 
two batches sent for training. I went with both the batches. 

After receiving practical training, the girls were sent for 
fieldwork. The first batch was sent from Kolkata by train to the 
Field Hospital of Ganashasta in Agartala, Tripura. Geeta, Mira 
and many others were in that batch. They are still alive; you may 
want to talk to them. There were freedom fighters too, in the first 
batch. I can give you the names of the first batch, because I have 
all their names written down. Three sisters went together: Geeta, 
Ira and Mukti. Their father and uncle had been killed. 

The second batch was ready to ga, but the country became 
free before the batch had an opportunity to serve. There were 
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also other batches that were being prepared, but they were not 
required any more. Gobra Camp became known as the Women 
Freedom Fighters’ Training Camp and was recognised by the 
Bangladesh government. The camp was closed on December 25th. 
We were the last to leave the camp. Many of the girls went to their 
relatives. I was out of touch with my family for many days. When 
I was in the camp, I used to occasionally go to the Shikarpur 
border and meet Dipu Kabiraj and the freedom fighters there. 
During these visits I got news about what was happening in the 
village. 

After liberation, it became known that many young women 
students from the university: were victims of the war and were 
pregnant. I had returned to Bangladesh and had rejoined the 
Medical College as a student. We heard that a medical team had 
come from India, from Mumbai, to carry out abortions. This was 
not done openly in the hospital, but they set up some special units 
for this work. Since we are a conservative Muslim society, nobody 
wanted that the women should be identified. They were all 
concerned about the future of these girls. Hence, although people 
knew that rape had taken place during the war, no one talked 
about it or discussed the abortions. 

When I returned from Gobra Camp, nobody in Bangladesh 
was eager to know about our experiences. At the Medical College 
I met many of my old classmates, and they did not bother me, 
neither honouring-nor dishonouring me. Honestly, I don’t have 
memories about that time. Our family was struggling for survival, 
and we had no economic stability. My mother was not a like a 
typical Bengali woman. She used to read a lot of books, even as a 
child I remember discussing books with her. She had to manage a 
small pharmacy that we owned. My brother used to help her, 
while he also attended college. That was our only source of income. 
My mother had to really struggle, as did the rest of the extended 
family. My cousin who had been in the Air Force returned to 
Bangladesh after 1973, and this helped the family a little. But 
none of our lives were settled for a long time. 

My mother asked me to get married after I graduated from 
Medical College. But I was now my own woman and could not be 
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forced. It wouldn’t have been possible if my father was alive. | 
couldn’t have even dreamed of joining the freedom struggle, going 
to the other side to India, on my own, let alone cross the river. 
After the war I had really grown up. I knew what I wanted and no 
one could force me to accept their ways. 

For two years I worked as a lecturer in the Department of 
Anatomy in Rajshahi University. I did my higher degree from 
Dhaka PG. Hospital in Anatomy. I changed my mind about 
continuing in this field. I discussed this with the Registrar and 
expressed interest to work with him to develop a programme on 
rural women’s health. It was the Ganashasta programme. I was 
very keen to develop something that would benefit the country 
after the war. Although this was not exclusively for women but 
was a rural upliftment programme, women, being the most 
backward and isolated group, were given more attention within 
this programme. I asked my mother if 1 should pursue this career 
and she told me to make my own decision. I was young and 
educated, and there were many marriage proposals for me, but ! 
refused them. I joined the programme in 1976 and devoted myself 
to development work. In most places, I lived in very limited 
accommodation in tin sheds and tents. 

In the field, I found that the rural people had no knowledge 
about how to prevent the spread of disease. Women were suffering 
from complicated deliveries. We started a vaccination 
programme. The village elders were discouraging women from 
coming to our centres. They really found it difficult to accept that 
the women fieldworkers were moving around the villages on 
bicycles. These were women from their villages that we had 
employed to help us with the work. The village men and even the 
soldiers used to make rude remarks about these women. Even 
truck drivers used to threaten these women on cycles and hit them. 
We did not stop our work, though, and tried to overcome these 
obstacles by making the rural people, both men and women, aware 
of their health problems and the remedies that they could use for 
preventing the spread of disease. You will find it hard to imagine 
the obstacles we fought then. It was a very different world. But we 
persisted, and the women who came to work with us were breaking 


Women’s War 243 


many rules and taking risks to assist us. There was a revolt, you 
can say, by women and it had a great impact. You cannot 
understand it now. The Liberation War had made this possible. 

The sad part is that the contribution of women in the 
freedom movement is very little known. It has not been recorded, 
at that time no one thought about it. Now they are trying to get 
information about women’s activities then. If they had done it 
before, many more facts would have become evident; most of us 
have forgotten the details, and many have died. What you find 
even now is about the women who were in Dhaka and their work 
in politics, but there were many more women who contributed 
actively to the freedom struggle in Sylhet, Jessore, Kustia, Khulna 
and other places. I was from Rajshahi, as you know. In 1997, for 
the first time they asked me about my experiences. It took them 
more than 25 years to find people like me. 

I think women are more sincere and dedicated—as a mother, 
wife, widow, at home and in her workplace, even in politics. 
Bangladesh would have been more beautiful and prosperous if 
we were less selfish and really loved our country. In the field of 
politics, many have taken undue advantage of their involvement 
during the freedom struggle. But there are many more people 
who have really sacrificed for this country, but they have not 
benefited from the politics after liberation. 
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Mumtaz Begum, Jessore 


‘] was discriminated against because of my gender.’ 


The work of the war was considered to be physically tough, mentally 
strenuous and emotionally shocking. Men assumed that they alone 
were capable of handling these demands; war was not a game for 
women to play. Reluctantly a few women were selected and admitted 
to the ranks, not as leaders and commanders but as agents and spies 
to help the movement of men who fought the war directly. Men 
needed to keep women safe and protected, they claimed. Hence, the 
women were not allowed to bear arms equally with the men. Women 
who continued to resist this exclusionary practice and demanded 
inclusion to serve the nation often encountered neglect and harsh 
treatment from their male counterparts. They were seen as 
‘misguided’ and distracting to men’s work and were advised to return 
home to domesticity and care giving. How did women respond to this 
discrimination? What stories do women who were at the war front 
tell? Curiously, these women’s narratives stand in sharp contrast to 
the official story that has produced a fantastic image of women as full 
and armed participants in the war.) Women’s narratives from the 
war front question the veracity of this official tale. 

Mumtaz’s narrative is an intriguing and challenging story that 
chronicles in detail her initial love affair with violent nationalism 
and experiences of marginalisation within the nation-making 
structures, which led her to a gradual understanding that a woman’s 
place was not at the centre stage, although women deserved and were 
capable of assuming leadership roles and responsibility. The nation- 
building project, of which the war was an integral part, she establishes 
in her narrative, was a male-dominated space.This understanding 
has not left her bitter, but somewhat wiser and resilient to future 
manipulations by external agendas. Mumtaz now lives a quiet life in 
Jessore and is involved in community work on her own terms. 

It was not easy to reach the point of clarity and maturity that 
Mumtaz now has. She had to leave the safety of her home and 
community in Jessore, in central Bangladesh, in the thick of the war. 
She jumped into politics hoping to land on the battlefront, but she 
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found a harsh and unwelcoming world outside. Despite her training 
and knowledge to bear arms and fight, she was amazed that she was 
not selected to be a soldier. Her male students, on the other hand, 
were rewarded with a rifle and encouraged to fight. Discouraged, but 
undeterred, Murntaz left her base in Jessore and moved toward the 
Bengal border, to India, in the hope that she would find a place in the 
freedom fighters’ camp and join the fight with them. On arriving at 
the camp, she found noone wanted her there. She was snubbed. 

Mumtaz charted her own course of action by forming a girls’ 
camp. Occasionally, she found someone who was willing to help and 
include her girls’ group in the war efforts, but this would be 
immediately counteracted by another male act of discrimination. In 
the end, it seems, Mumtaz found it easy to take charge and fight on 
her own. Interestingly, in the narrative she does not give us details of 
her female team performing active duty or fighting in battles. 

One thing that Mumtaz learned very well in these unwelcome 
conditions in the male space of war was the intricacies of politics of 
the big actors and the fears of the state. She reports in detail about the 
fear the Indian state felt about the revolutionary Naxalite movement 
and the continuous precautions they took lest the disgruntled Bengali 
fighters like her moved into their orbit.® She was not surprised when 
the Indians suspected her of being a Naxalite. Mumtaz also draws a 
very clear picture of the unstable politics within Bangladesh in the 
post-war period. Immediately after the war ended, there was a raging 
power struggle between different factions who were supporting 
different leaders: the Sheikh Mujib group versus the supporters of 
Tajuddin who had headed the government-in-exile in India when 
Sheikh Mujib was held prisoner in Pakistan. 

Mumtaz’s group did not belong to either camp, but had a 
different agenda. They wanted to inaugurate the direct participation 
and exercise of power in politics by people, but their platform became 
unpopular in the face of the powerful actors in the central government. 
Pushed to the margin and under suspicion for revolutionary activities 
under the banner of socialist politics, Mumtaz was declared an anti- 
state agent and sentenced to five years imprisonment. In prison, she 
re-educated herself,and became free of her own delusions of violent 
nationalism. She ends her narrative asking—not in regret, but in 
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hope—if women have won the basic right of liberty and equality 
after the liberation struggle? Throughout Bangladesh tn my 15 
months of research, I heard this question raised by many women. 
They are still waiting for an answer. 


Mumtaz Begum’s story 


In 1971 I was a young woman, about 20 years old. I was a member 
of the Students League (SL) while I was a college student. I was 
secretary of the Jessore Students League. My brothers and sisters 
were also members of the League. Our father was a Police 
Inspector. He was a supporter of the Awami League, but being a 
government servant he could not show his support openly. At 
home, he used to discuss with us various matters of politics; he 
wanted Bangladesh to be independent. Hence, he encouraged us 
to be active in student politics. In fact, he gave me my first rifle 
training in 1961. Before the war had started, our school arranged 
for training the students, and my father gave me permission to 
get combat training. He always encouraged me. One of my 
younger sisters accompanied me to the training. My other sistera 
were very young at that time. 

My mother, too, contributed immensely during the freedom 
movement. She was always with us and supported us. She stayed 
up with us for the entire night the day before independence and 
helped us stitch a flag of Bangladesh. My mother was very brave. 
She used to hide our weapons that we had brought from India. 
These weapons were with us when we hoisted the flag of Bangladesh 
on March 23rd. When the police raided our house, they couldn't 
find the weapons, but they did not give up. They continued to 
raid our house several times. During the combing operation, 
which was ordered by Brigadier Huda, they searched everything 
in our house, even the pots and pans, the containers of rice, pulses, 
and everything else that we had in the house. They found the 
weapons outside, buried in the compound, and they arrested my 
father. Since I was a young girl, they did not suspect that I was 
involved in politics. My mother managed the situation very well. 
They had no idea what we were doing for freedom. 
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Since you are interested to hear my story and involvement 
in politics, | have to start from the beginning. It was 1966 but | 
was not yet a member of the Students League then. A nucleus was 
formed within the League that used to say that we should be 
independent. The details about this are written in many history 
books and you can read it there. These students started using the 
platform of the Awami League and wanted to form an armed 
force. They motivated the people from this area to join their 
struggle. That is how I learned and joined the movement. 

The desire for freedom was not implanted by India, as far as 
I know. The people of Bangladesh wanted independence. If there 
was the involvement of India, it was on a higher level. We did not 
know about it, but we got a whiff that something was happening 
at the higher level of politics. 

Soon after my father was arrested and it became unsafe to 
stay in our house, we decided to leave. We went into hiding. I 
never thought of fleeing to India. [ wanted to return to Jessore. 
When we were going back to town, we saw no one there. Jessore 
town was on fire. People were running away and several people 
were running toward me. Among them were a student in the 
League, a doctor, and another was a neighbour of ours. They told 
me that we could not go to Jessore. “Where shall we go?’ I 
wondered. I ama practical person, not emotional and sentimental 
about things. That helped me make a decision on the spot. Also, 
we had suffered greatly during our childhood when'we were under 
Pakistan’s rule. We used to carry a knife to protect ourselves. Our 
father used to tell us how the West Pakistanis discriminated against 
the Bengalis. The disparity had led to the demand for freedom. In 
1965 [during the Indo-Pakistan war], the Indians had dropped . 
bombs on Jessore. You don’t know about it. Pakistan did not 
protect us. They had their administration in West Pakistan, all 
the bigwigs lived there; they had power and money, while we in 
East Pakistan had to suffer. Indians would come and go, act 
however they liked with us, but no one from the central 
government in Pakistan bothered about us. They lived like kings 
in West Pakistan. I used to think about all these things and had 
taken an oath by touching fire that we will fight to free our country. 


n 
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I thought about it in this critical moment when we were on the 
road and decided to join a fighting group. 

The place was under curfew; as I told you there was no one 
in Jessore then. I was wearing the Punjabi salwar-kameez, and the 
army officers took me to be a Pakistani. I am also quite tall, as you 
can see. So they did not think I was a Bengali. They did not fire at 
me, although at one point one of them pointed his gun at me. | 
thought that they would shoot at my leg with their Chinese guns, 
as they had done to some of our SL members. So I checked if they 
had shot at my leg. Luckily, they hadn’t. I crossed the town on my 
own, alone. A-rickshaw puller, who was a party member, gave me 
a ride out of town. 

In the meantime, one group had gone to fetch weapons 
from India. Our group divided into smaller groups and decided 
to go to Bonga. My partner and I from the SL walked to Bonga. 
We had to take a long route to avoid being detected. In Bonga, 
almost all the volunteers there were from the SL. This was in April 
1971. We engaged in an armed combat. This was not the first time 
I had fought in a combat operation. J had fought another time in 
March, when we started the armed struggle. In Bonga, we had a 
training camp. 

From Bonga, we crossed over to the Indian border. We went 
to the Bangladesh office in Theatre Road in Kolkata. Then, we 
went to Prinsep Street {in central Kolkata]. After that I got in 
touch with a cabinet minister.’ There was no system for anything 
then. I did not know what to do. Because I was a girl, they were 
simply not bothered. I told myself that I would do the training. 
There must be girls like me who are also interested. I thought, ‘] 
have to find them.’ In the office they told me ‘You have to wait. It 
will happen, but we can’t tell you when and how.’ They did not 
help me find accommodation in Kolkata. So I stayed in my 
grandparent’s home. In the meantime, I got in touch with the 
Forward Bloc of Netaji Subhas Bose and did my training with 
them. There was a camp called Gobra Camp, set up by the 
government-in-exile toward the end of the war. The cabinet 
minister had given me an option to take charge of it. But I was not 
interested in being an instructor. The general training in Gobra 
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was nursing. I told them that I have come here to learn how to 
fight, not to do bloody stitching. I had left my parents and come 
here to fight for my country. I returned to Bangladesh after 
receiving my training and found my own way to Bonga. But I did 
not stay there and depend on them [the government-in-exile] to 
find me a group to join. 

The District Collector of Bogura (in western Bangladesh) 
helped me.® He found me a place to stay, and the Relief Officer 
arranged for our food. I set up a camp there. We had nine girls in 
the camp. The bravest among them was Sandhya. She is still alive. 
You may want to talk to her. I found Mumtaz living with a family. 
They were poor people. I asked her mother for permission to take 
her and I brought her with me. We asked the Bangladeshis to give 
us arms, but they did not give us any. They wanted us to get our 
training from the Indian Army. We said, ‘No. We don’t want any 
training. We want arms.’ At that time, the Bangladesh 
government-in-exile was being set up, and camps also were being 
developed in the border area. 

I went to the Border Security Forces (BSF) camp and took 
some girls with me. This camp was called Baghda or Chakda. | 
can’t remember its exact name. I had heard that every night they 
fight from that camp. They were trying to clear the way for entering 
Bangladesh and were trying to enter the border areas. Before that 
I took my first chance in Itimda Camp. No one paid me any 
attention. I was discriminated against because of. my gender. I 
even argued with some of the leaders there. I told them that they 
were discriminating against me because I was a girl. What gave 
them the exclusive right to fight for the liberation of our country 
and deny women the same right and privilege? They told me that 
I could go to the press meeting with them, and that was all they 
would offer me. They said that they were under the control of the 
Indian Army rules, which only allowed boys in the camp. ‘How 
can you go there?’ they admonished me. I did not waste any more 
time with them. 

I went to the BSF men directly and asked them to give me 
training in wireless and message interception. There I learned 
that many girls were being arrested by the Indian Army because 
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they suspected them to be Naxalites. The Indian government was 
very sensitive about the Naxalites at this time. The Prime Minister, 
Indira Gandhi, was determined to finish them. I got into trouble 
because someone suspected that I was a Naxalite. They would 
have arrested me, but I was saved by a Congress leader. He was 
from the SL. This report was sent to the Research and Analysis 
Wing (RAW).? 

An officer came to question me. The leader in the camp 
warned me about it and told me to be careful as the officer was 
coming especially to interrogate me. For three days he 
interrogated me. He was an elderly man. He even asked me if | 
wanted to go with him to see a movie. I told him that I did not 
watch movies. Throughout the interrogation he showed me much 
respect. By the third day he understood that I was not a Naxalite. 
He told me that it was not safe for me to stay in the area and 
started to address me as ‘tumi’.!° He asked me to go with him to 
Bonga. He was not alone. There was another interrogator, Mr 
Mookherjee, and both of them had to submit reports to RAW 
about their findings. He asked me to travel with him in the BSF 
jeep. I understood that he had indirectly arrested me. I realised 
that I must not resist it. In Bonga, I stayed in a camp. It was a one- 
room set-up, like this room. We used to call it a camp. But we did 
not have any weapons there. I sent a message and went to Salsha. 
Since I was tall, I was easily spotted in a crowd. Also, I was easy to 
notice because there were very few smart young girls in the area. 
From Salsha, I tried to return with a family. 

The family let me stay with them in their house in Hamidpur. 
We arranged to leave from there by boat. I was about to leave 
when I received a message from the commander not to go. Everyone 
who went on that operation was killed. We had few people and 
even fewer weapons to fight with. I was saved because of that 
commander. The four others who were on the boat died. Our 
leader had retreated, but he had not warned us. I am not saying 
that he should not have retreated. But he did not warn us of his 
decision and movement. All the other commanders said that | 
should not stay there any longer. They feared the boys would get 
spoiled. There were two other women there from the Ashram.!! 
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The area I am referring to here was called Bahdur. It was a nice 
place. 

Even after this incident the commanders were not letting me 
enter Bangladesh through the border. They were afraid that in 
my attempt to enter, I may be picked up by the Pakistani soldiers 
and that would jeopardise the chances for the men to enter 
Bangladesh through that area. We had many verbal arguments. 
It was toward the end of November that the Indian Army entered 
Bangladesh through that belt. The Chief Minister said that now 
the war would be. over very soon. How did the Minister know, I 
have often wondered. This thought still worries me. A liberation 
war can continue for ages, no one can foretell when it will end. 
How could an Indian minister guess that the war would end soon? 
In less than a month, our country was free. I soon found that I 
could not return home that easily. I had no arms with me, so I 
could not start my own camp. Then I started to collect money for 
the camp; we needed help. While I was doing this, I also tried to 
enter the country. I could not get through despite several attempts. 
I met Jamal Beg and S.P. Mohammad,” but they did not pay 
heed to my request. I tried to find a way to get in. I had heard 
some rumour that the ministers who had taken training in the 
camps would be entering Bangladesh. I wanted to go with them. 

When I finally came to Jessore on January 6, our country 
was free. When I entered the area, I saw there were some Indian 
Army men still there. I did not find my family members. I was 
concerned whether the assistant cabinet minister would recognise 
us and how he would deal with us. Would he would give us 
anything or not? We were pro-Mujibur Rahman at that time. We 
were not certain about his approach toward our political views. 
Tajuddin Ahmed was not giving us recognition because he was 
not following Mujib.¥ 

We had one assignment after we returned. We had to activate 
our group. We were all concerned that if Mujib did not recognise 
us what would we do? Till today, we have not been recognised for 
the work we did during the liberation struggle. We had to prepare 
for this eventuality. We feared that in case Mujib refused to meet 
us, we would be crushed by the other opposition groups. I can’t 
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explain. to you what the situation was like in those days in our 
country. It was free but very tense. There was so much uncertainty 
at that time. There were so many groups that were involved; no 
one knew who was playing politics with whom. We did not know 
how the political leaders would behave toward us now that the 
war was over. We did not even know whether Sheikh Mujib would 
be freed. These were our prime concerns. Neither did we know 
how he would behave toward us if he returned to Bangladesh. We 
did not know what his mentality was since he was in prison.'4 
Whether he would crush us or not? Whether the Home Minister 
would give us anything or not? We were doing socialist work, but 
we were keeping it secret. Our condition was like ‘na ghar ka aur 
na ghat ka.’ 

I asked myself, ‘Now what will | do? Under which political 
shade will I stand?’ Our group jointly decided that we would 
surrender our weapons. This was the problem not only in Jessore, 
but all across Bangladesh. There was a great deal of uncertainty. 
Even before we had started the freedom movement, those of us 
who were in the Awami League were aware that we had to fight 
for freedom. But there were many who were opposed to joining 
the freedom movement. After the liberation, those groups became 
opposed to us, once again. We were able to understand that if we 
did not remain united and powerful they would destroy us and 
cause us great harm. In Jessore, our group was powerful. We still 
had our weapons with us. If we had given up our weapons, the 
others who opposed us would have killed us. It was during this 
period of uncertainty that Mujib returned. 

When he returned, he did not give us-recognition. He set up 
a Rakhi Bahini.!© We had asked him not to. We were at that time 
fully organised. We were spread throughout Bangladesh. The SL 
invited Mujib as their chief guest. The SL was divided into two 
groups by that time. Both called for a conference on the same 
day: one was in Saroj, and the other was in Paltan. We were in the 
Paltan group and did not know about the Saroj meeting. We 
were going to raise our manifesto there: Banganik Samaj Tontro 
(Republic of the Bengali People). We had our flag. But the country 
was divided. We came back to Jessore. 
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From a woman’s point of view, I will say that the liberation 
struggle did help us to achieve our dream. The men suffered 
enormously. Many young students were arrested and put in jail. 
There was an arrest warrant for me, but they were not able to 
arrest me. I was able to escape. Afterwards, a vacuum was created 
as the students were scattered, mostly due to the fear of arrest and 
punishment. Later, however, I was arrested when one among us, 
who was from Dhaka, betrayed me. I was in jail for five years 
thereafter. I was in the first division in the jail so I did not suffer as 
much. I had decent food; I got two daily newspapers. In jail we 
continued to fight for improvement of the conditions for everyone 
and were successful on two or three demands. Since I was not 
married then, I used the period of incarceration to get higher 
education. 

I completed my bachelor’s degree while in jail. I was able to 
sit for two exams, but could not take the other two. Hence, my 
overall marks in the exam were low. They gave me a special degree 
for my graduation. In fact, the best thing that happened to me in 
the jail was that I met my husband. He was the jailer. 

I was not the only member of my family who was involved in 
the freedom struggle. My younger sister and brother had also 
joined the movement. My father was arrested during the liberation 
struggle in order to punish him so that he would reveal some 
information to the Pakistan Army. But when he was lined up, one 
person in the group recognised him as he had fought in the 1947 
Indo-Pakistan war. This man brought him to Khulna, where he 
was later united with my mother. My mother had also suffered. 
She was separated from us and was in a different place from the 
rest of the family. She had to leave the house because the Pakistan 
Army was searching for me, and they came to the house every day 
to harass her. I was in India by then. That was the reason my 
mother had to leave the house. She was finally taken by her family 
to Khulna, but there she had to go to the local police station every 
morning to report. She was what we call nazar bandi.!” My father 
found her and brought her back after the war. 

' While in-India, I met a writer who asked me to tell him my 
story. He wrote my story and broadcast it on All India Radio. 
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Those days everyone used to listen to the radio, and my parents 
also heard the story on radio. They immediately recognised that 
it was about me. That is how they learned that I was still alive. It 
was very interesting how they found me. 

I regret one thing, though. On March 26th, no March 28th, 
1971, our command went under the control of some young male 
students. We were there when weapons were given out to the 
students to fight. Everyone was given a rifle, but they gave me a 
gun with two bullets. I was very angry that they had discriminated 
against me because of my gender. I had arranged for their training, 
but I was not given a rifle! How could they do this? We were nine 
girls who had dedicated ourselves to fight the Liberation War, 
but we were not recognised by any politician. They never asked us 
about our well-being, if we had money to buy food, if we had any 
food at all. In India they were very strict about checking for 
ticketless passengers travelling in the train. We had no money to 
buy train tickets. So we used to travel before the collectors started 
their duty and leave after their shift was over. We did not have 
money to eat, from where were we going to.spare money to buy 
train tickets? In my camp, I had nine girls, but no one was 
recognised for the work they did during the liberation struggle. 
In my batch were Diya, Firoza, and Sayeeda. From Jessore, there 
were 30 girls who had directly joined the freedom struggle. Even 
Dhaka did not have so many women volunteers. Charu Bala’s 
case became well known. She was in the news because she was shot 
from the TNT building while she was sitting outside on her 
veranda. She was not fighting, There was a basti (settlement) near 
the TNT tower. The Biharis lived there. During 1971, the Biharis 
did not have it easy either. Their girls were tortured and their 
belongings were looted from them. Many of these Biharis went to 
the Pakistanis hoping for protection and they (the Biharis) 
randomly killed Bengalis, in turn. Charu Bala died in one such 
incident. 

The Indian Army came much later to Bangladesh. They were 
not there when the freedom movement started. The Indians 
thought they would fight with the (East) Pakistanis and divide 
the country and take away Bangladesh. Our mother has seen how 
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the Indians attacked them (the Bengalis who demanded that the 
Indian Army leave after the surrender). She wrote a poem about 
it. Our mother says that for them our country was only good to 
exploit and use. The Indians did not care about us; they were 
fighting the (West) Pakistanis in Bangladesh. It is not important 
to me what the Indians and Pakistanis did; but it is very important 
to me that we got Bangladesh. Despite freedom, we have not 
attained equality though. 


Notes 


1 The number of women who took up arms and fought in battle is very few. 
Taramun Bibi and Dr Sitara Begum are two recognised heroes of the war. 
There are many more women who fought on behalf of Bangladesh, but 
were not recognised. Those who are officially recognised as mukti jouddhas 
served mostly as first-aid workers and nurses in the different camps that 
were located in India. 
Laila’s testimony reminds me of Virginia Woolf's complaint in her book, 
Three Guineas (1938: 107-09). She writes, ‘Our country... throughout the 
greater part of history has treated me as a slave; it has denied me education 
or any share of its possessions ... in fact, as a woman, I have no country. As 
a woman I want no country. As a woman my country is the whole world.’ 
Bigha is a traditional unit of land area in South Asia. The size of a bigha 
varies from one region to another. In Bengal (both in Bangladesh and in 
West Bengal, India), the bigha was standardised under British colonial rule 
at 1,600 square yards and is often interpreted as being one-third of an acre. 
Theatre Road, renamed Shakespeare Sarani, is in central Kolkata. It was 
developed during the British colonial period and continues to be an active 
and vibrant public space. In 1971, the government-in-exile of Bangladesh 
was housed in this street. ~ 
5 A few pictures of college-going women from Dhaka undergoing physical 
exercise training are available in the Liberation War Museum. Compared 
to the pictures of the training of male mukti jouddhas who are in different 
outfits, representing a variety of class and regional groups in different 
settings, the pictures of women’s training are too controlled and look 
posed. At an exhibition in Rivington Place, London, April 2008, some of 
these pictures were put on display to remember the 1971 War. What the 
eye sees can be deceptive when compared to what women who joined the 
armed struggle have to say. Whose version can we believe? 
6 The Naxalite movernent was started by Charu Majumdar and Kanu Sanyal 
in West Bengal in 1967. It was a violent revolutionary movement that 
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followed the path of Maoism. The response of the central government 
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headed by Indira Gandhi was to brutally suppress the movement with 
draconian counter-measures. In 1972, after Majumdar was captured and 
died in prison, the movement lost its impact. 

The reference is not clear. Did she meet a cabinet minister of the Indian 
government or the Bangladesh government-in-exile that was formed in 
April 1971 in West Bengal, and functioned from there? The incident that 
Mumtaz reports could have happened during this early stage of the 
government. 

Movement from West Bengal to Bogura was active during the nine months 
of war. Many different groups used this path to enter and leave East 
Pakistan/Bangladesh. 

RAW is India’s intelligence agency. It was formed in 1968, after the 1962 
Sino-India and the 1965 Indo-Pakistan wars. Its primary function is 
intelligence gathering and covert operations. 

In Bangla ‘tum’ establishes a kind of familiarity or talking down to a 
person. When itis in conversation between people of different age groups, 
addressing the younger person as tumi establishes primacy of the senior 
speaker. 

This may be a reference to Jharna Chowdhury from the Gandhi Ashram, 
who was also in the border area. Since Mumtaz does not tell us clearly 
which ashram she is referring to, it is difficult to establish this with certainty. 
My meeting with Jhama Chowdhury preceded this conversation with Mumtaz. 
It is not clear who these men were or their role in the war. 

Immediately after the war ended and the Pakistan Army surrendered, 
there was a power vacuum in Bangladesh. Tajuddin Ahmed, the Prime 
Minister of the Bangladesh government-in-exile, returned from India on 
December 22, 1971 and took charge. This was before the return of Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman who was widely viewed as the Father of the Bangladesh 
nation and the leader of the people. The early months of 1972 were a 
period of turmoil and uncertainty in Bangladesh and impacted future 
politics. In 1975, soon after the assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, 
Tajuddin Ahmed, too, was arrested, and he died in prison in an incident of 
‘jail-killing’ with two other members of the disbanded government. 

As soon.as civil unrest broke out in East Pakistan, the Pakistan Army 
arrested Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and deported him to West Pakistan 
where he was imprisoned throughout the period of the war. After the war, 
he was released and returned to Bangladesh to become the first President 
and later the elected Prime Minister of the country. 

A Hindustani phrase meaning they suddenly found themselves on the 
wrong side of the political fence. It is interesting that she uses a Hindustani 
phrase to explain their unstable predicament after they returned to post- 
liberated Bangladesh. 
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‘© The Rakhi Bahini was the private army that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman set up 
for his protection and to disarm the previously armed students and militia 
groups. This measure became extremely unpopular in Bangladesh, and 
Mujib immediately lost many of his erstwhile SL supporters who formed 
another underground organisation called the Jatiya Samajtantrik Dal (JSD). 

1? A form of house arrest. It required the suspect to make a personal appearance 
every day at the police station to verify her presence in the area. 


PART Ill: A NEW BEGINNING 


6 Postscript: Lessons of Violence 


Toward the end of Navember 2001 after 11 months of being in 
Bangladesh, having collected over 50 survivors’ accounts and over 
100 testimonies of women who had suffered losses in the war and 
researched countless documents, many of which were damaged, 
dusty, dispersed and scattered—unarchived materials of the 
history of the war—I believed that the work I had completed 
would enable me to write a book on women and war in Bangladesh. 
But something unpredictable happened. I met a man I will refer 
to as Kajol who pushed the limits of my knowledge of gender 
violence in the war and my capacity to endure difficult stories. 

Kajol told me his troubled story of his vicious attempt to 
rape a neighbour’s daughter who until then he considered to be 
like a sister. In wartime East Pakistan, she was reduced to a label— 
a Bihari and pro-Pakistani supporter—and symbolised the enemy 
that Kajol had to destroy. Thirty years later, Kajol found his 
release by speaking to me. He had revealed his guilty secret to me, 
a stranger, and freed himself froma burden that was too heavy to 
carry any longer. In turn, he made me responsible: for searching 
out another hidden story of the war focusing on men’s memories 
of their acts of gender violence. My multi-sited research 
methodology was put to a true test. Should I explore the question 
and follow the new direction that appeared before me and 
continue the research? But I had to leave and return to my teaching 
duties. 

A few years later, in 2004, I received another research grant. 
I decided to utilise it to explore and probe men’s memories of the 
1971 war. What were their experiences of the war? Did violence 
transform them? How did perpetrators recall their memories, 
and how had these memories impacted their lives? Because of 
Kajol and his confessional testimony, I felt compelled to search 
for the perpetrators’ memories. 
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Since the Pakistanis were identified by the Bangladeshis as 
the obvious perpetrators within the story of 1971, I decided to 
start my research there and in particular to trace the attraction of 
war for men and the process of how ordinary men, transformed 
into soldiers, became perpetrators in consequence. I assumed that 
it was a slow linear regression and Pakistani armed men were 
enthralled by the magic of power they had over others in killing 
and terrorising them. It_was definitely a naive and jaundiced 
approach that I realised afterward was conditioned and developed 
by reading too much history of 1971 produced by the states of 
India and Bangladesh that cast the ‘others’—Pakistanis as obsessed 
with hate against the Bengalis and waiting for the war .to_live out 
their inherited tendencies. I did not question the narrative that 
pathologised the ‘enemy’ army. But I found a complicated picture 
started to take shape and led me to search and analyse the process 
of the transformation of soldiers into perpetrators. Within that 
distorted location, much to my surprise, emerged the language of 
a human being after the war. 

Drawing upon the popular local expression of insdniyat many 
Pakistani soldiers told the story of the war as a breakdown of the 
human condition, reminding me of the fragility and responsibility 
entailed in being human, which, unfortunately, they failed to live 
up to, they regretfully said. In the process of committing violence, 
some of these men encountered and recognised the human desires 
of their victims—the emotions of love and hate, deep anxiety, 
attachment to life and fear of death. In becoming aware of their 
victims’ human emotions they recognised that the emotions within 
them were in common with their enemies. Their lives became 
interconnected even though the external markers of identity such 
as nation, ethnicity, religion and gender separated and 
distinguished them and motivated them to fight and destroy each 
other. The blurring of differences, at least temporarily, enabled 
perpetrators to see their victims as human and understand the 
limited power of violence that cannot undo humanity. An 
understanding of insdniyat of self and others emerged and 
produced a new and thoughtful narrative that they reported. 
Some of the perpetrators of 1971 that I spoke to used the term 


insdniyat in the context of loss of their human self during the war. 
1 
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To them this meaning had relevance because it shifted and 
expanded the discourse of the war enabling them to tell a different 
story beyond the violence based on humanistic memories. It is 
this narrative of the loss and recovery of insdn and insdniyat that 
offers a new understanding of postcolonial nation-state 
formation, while enriching us with lived experiences of people 
that helps us to see the common human condition even in violence. 

A word of caution here is necessary. In highlighting the 
transformation of soldiers into perpetrators and turning the 
narrative back to recognise their humanity, I do not mean to 
imply that perpetrators and victims deserve similar 
understanding. Nor focusing on perpetrators’ regained sense of 
human responsibility is to suggest exonerating them for the crime 
of rape; it is not my prerogative but the victims alone who have 
the right to forgive the repentant and they can do so if they want. 
Nonetheless, listening to perpetrators’ stories I believe is an 
important engagement for us, the audience of history, to 
understand the complexities that are at stake in the field of 
violence. I have throughout the book privileged the religio- 
cultural site of insdniyat to understand what women suffered and 
want to recover and probe perpetrators’ obligations learned from 
lived experience. The reconvened language of humanity can aid 
in reforming the ruptured national, collective and personal selves 
in South Asia. The struggles of the perpetrators to regain their 
humanity alongside others should not be romanticised but the 
enormous personal effort that each individual had to undertake 
to reach this refined awareness cannot be underestimated either. 

The realisation brings perpetrators to a full circle 
acknowledging their fragile human identity along with that of 
their enemy’s and the recognition humanises them. I see the search 
for the perspective and its praxis in retelling 1971 with a humanistic 
understanding truly liberating as it puts perpetrators on a journey 
forward, like the survivors, and perhaps ahead of the rest who 
cannot overcome the narrative of the war and want to freeze the 
memories of the national story for continuing their political 
struggles. Perpetrators’ narratives show the dynamic potential of 
being human characterised by the rich cultural background of 
South Asia that offers multiple resources for continuously 
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generating a language of understanding as people confront new 
situations in their multiplex world. Thus, returning to the lessons 
of humanisation taught by Rumi and Lalon, I read perpetrators’ 
insaniyat as both ethical politics and an emotion to connect with 
others like them, while simultaneously empowering humanity in 
South Asia to reform and become better. 

In exploring soldiers’ narratives, I began to gradually 
understand that killing and violence are not natural impulses but 
they were learned, taught and cultivated as*‘duty’ within the 
institution of the army.! The Pakistani soldiers performed their 
‘duty’, i.e., they killed on behalf of the nation to establish power 
and force enemies into submission. The armed violence against 
unarmed noncombatants produced different consequences of loss 
and failure for Pakistan and became a site for personal 
transformation for some soldiers who had experienced the war 
first-hand. An ethics of humanity emerged motivating them to 
question the call of ‘duty’. In brief, one can say, some perpetrators 
were humanised in war. The ethical dimension of this memory 
cannot be predated to the period before the war, but it is in war 
and the experiences of violence that we begin to see the emergence 
of an ethics itself. It was this story of insdniyat that I probed further 
to find and voice the emotions, experiences and knowledge of 
insan that transcend the boundaries of divided nation-states. What 
is the architecture of the memory of the war of 1971 in present day 
Pakistan? How do individuals negotiate between state and 
personal memories? Can retrospective memory work now to tell 
us what happened then? Why should we listen to killers and 
perpetrators and what lessons do we learn from their experiences? 

I lived for a year in Pakistan (2004-05) and met a variety of 
Pakistan Army men including high-ranking officers and ordinary 
soldiers, civil staff and media people who were in East Pakistan in 
1971. I was surprised that despite the delicate nature of my research 
no one put obstacles in my way and I was allowed to investigate 
the story and the historical sources without any problems.? I 
collected a wide range of testimonies, including those from 
perpetrators who had terrorised the vulnerable Bengalis with mass 
killings and wanton violence to attempt to force them to give up 
their freedom struggle. Many talked of their memories of the war 
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as duty and boasted about their valour. They regretted the loss of 
East Pakistan, but reminded me that they fought bravely to the 
end. A few ventured to show a little more trust in me and expressed 
their remorse of what had happened in the war. They seemed 
aware that the violence they committed led to the loss of their 
humanity, which I had not expected to hear. Although a marginal 
group, these men disrupted the pattern and wrinkled the smooth 
surface of national history. 

The curious juxtaposition of my status as a researcher and 
being treated as a guest by almost everyone I encountered enabled 
me to interact with the representatives of the Pakistan Army at a 
very close and personal level. I repeatedly encountered a pattern 
of extreme hospitality, but, my hosts were uncomfortable 
discussing critical issues about the war and talked down to me as 
a woman.’ Their outlook toward the people of Bangladesh was 
similarly fractured. The rhetoric of Bangladeshis as brothers 
occupied the same space as their representation as ‘betrayers’ and 
‘Indian-like’, i.e. ‘other’ or ‘Hindu-like’. Despite this, I was able 
to persist and probe the experiences of the Pakistani military in 
1971, often making many of the representatives very 
uncomfortable with my insistence. 

I interviewed 123 Pakistani military personnel of different 
ranks. The vast majority of retired officers live in Lahore and 
Rawalpindi. I was often welcomed to their homes and came to 
know their families quite well. To conduct interviews with rank 
and file soldiers, I lived in villages which gave me the opportunity 
to discuss with young and old people their memories of the war. 
Particularly, with women I was able to discuss intimate topics 
about their conjugal life and marital problems after their 
husbands returned from the war. On many occasions they told 
me, ‘life has not been the same as before he left for Bengal’. This 
hinted at change in their relationship, but I could not explore this 
in greater detail without upsetting my hosts and I decided against 
it. In the villages, I was dependent on the men to take me from one 
house to another and even walk me from one village to the next to 
conduct my interviews.’ Ironically, the men who had been 
presented to me as perpetrators became my protectors. 

Barring two interviews with two very high-ranking military 
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officers, referred to as Amin and Alam (pseudonyms), almost all 
the others had some recognisable characteristic patterns that I 
had come to expect from reading books on 1971 and doing oral 
history.> The army officers and soldiers generally confirmed those 
patterns highlighting issues of duty, love for nation, economic 
compulsions and peer pressure as reasons for their actions in the 
war. They talked of ‘others’ committing violence but rarely owned 
up to their own crimes, if they had committed them. The narrative 
of strangers as aggressors allowed them to hide and proclaim 
themselves as ‘good’. Of course, when this became a pattern | 
realised it was a narrative style and not necessarily an account of 
what they had witnessed. But there were questions which they 
refused to answer, such as: Did you rape a woman in East Pakistan? 
Do you remember how many people you killed there? Have you 
thought of the people and of Bangladesh since? Paying attention 
to their explanations that they performed ‘duty as commanded’, 
or ‘I fought for my unit’, or ‘I was not in a position to question 
the orders of my superior officer’, and so on enable some sort of 
an understanding of the individual lack of choice within the 
institution of the army, how people are persuaded to join in the 
horrific activities, and why they later contrive and distance 
themselves from what they had done. 

Amin and Alam, however, cannot be framed within this 
category of soldiers. They refuse to accept that what they did in 
East Pakistan was wrong, and even worse, pretend violence never 
happened there. The indifference and total denial of their actions, 
speak eloquently of their behaviour. Although, on the surface 
they appear to be different and their personas have nothing in 
common, both of them have some common features of a 
perpetrator, which I recognised when we discussed the violence 
they committed or ordered. They made violence in the war look 
like it was normal. In meeting them I saw the face of what Hannah 
Arendt calls ‘the banality of evil’ (1965: 252). Both Amin and 
Alam talked about violence in a normal, matter-of-fact tone to 
explain that they performed ‘duty that was required of them as 
military administrators. I want to present these interviews with 
them in brief to explicate the banal approach to violence and 
their role as perpetrators, which they refused to see. 
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The first thing that struck me when I met Amin was his 
obsession with gardening. He invited me to tour his meticulously 
groomed garden, and as we walked along he told me about the 
quality of the seeds that he imports from London, the slow process 
of germination while he designs the layout of the flower beds, the 
careful transplanting, growing and watering and his enjoyment 
in seeing the flowers in full bloom. The careful planning, the 
grooming of each plant, the arrangement of colour and the 
selection of the mix and variety that he maintains would make 
one think this fussy gardener is only concerned with his plants 
surviving and blooming. But this is not what Amin is all about, 
and neither do his colleagues think he can fool them with his 
passion for gardening. They had insisted that I should ‘ask about 
the violence he committed’ in East Pakistan. 

I was not prepared, though, to meet a man like Amin who 
celebrates violence as masculine valour and denounces human 
morality as weakness. The stories of killing he told me became 
increasingly gory as he became more comfortable and [ listened 
to one horrific story after another.® His cold, careful voice 
chronicled the various events of killing, ‘duty’ (his word) which 
he engineered and executed so that he could ‘clean Pakistan of the 
betrayers, the Bengalis’. 

Amin started the story of his career in East Pakistan in 1971 
by recounting the first order he gave which entailed the mass 
killing of Bengalis in Santahar, a railway town in. northern East 
Pakistan, because, in his opinion, they, the Bengalis, had killed 
‘over 17,000 Biharis’. The vast pile of bodies that were stacked in 
the railway building was clear evidence of the missing Biharis, he 
concluded, and so he ordered the mass killing of Bengalis in 
revenge. Amin did not bother to investigate the reliability of this 
number. He took pride in claiming that men like him ‘saw the 
problem on the ground. The Bengalis were deceiving the Pakistanis 
and they had to be taught a lesson.’ 

This was followed by the killing of intellectuals in Rajshahi 
University and an attack on Dhaka University to teach the Bengali 
students a lesson to be good citizens,.he said in justification. 
However, it is well known that many women students were also 
raped in the Dhaka University. When I questioned this violence 
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against women he said, ‘No one raped anyone. Those who 
complain about it were looking for trouble’. Regarding the 
violence against civilians that he ordered in Joydevpur, he 
responded, they were ‘armed rebels who were ready for combat 
against the army. No innocent people were killed in that instance’. 
The violence that he perpetrated exceeded the tolerance of the 
establishment, it seemed, and he was removed from East Pakistan 
and court-martialled. But an injury in an operation earlier gave 
him a lucky break and he could appeal for leave on medical 
grounds. After several months, Amin was reinstated and posted 
to the western sector. Much to his dismay, he found that the war 
ended there as quickly as it started, within 12 days (December 3- 
16), and he could not execute his plans ‘to kill as many Indians 
(read: Hindus) as possible’. 

It would be unfair to say that Amin hated the Bengalis and 
Hindus only. For him killing was an activity that he did with 
passion without consideration for ethnicity, religion, or gender, 
but he masks his violence as acts of love for nation. His morbid 
passion became evident in the guns on display in his living room; 
there were over a dozen with several rings on each of them. He 
chronicled the story of each gun and the ruthless killing his 
ancestors did, the rings indicated the number of people killed. 
These guns were his inheritance and he displayed them like trophies 
to announce the ‘manliness that distinguishes his family from 
many others in Pakistan’. 

Alam, on the other hand, is a soft-spoken, quiet man. I had 
to strain my ears to hear him. Unlike Amin, Alam did not flaunt 
his bravado in war, nor he did he speak carelessly about the 
Bengalis. He never once hinted at his participation in violent 
activities in East Pakistan that would incriminate him as a 
perpetrator. He denied knowledge of violence in his administrative 
area of Comilla (south-east East Pakistan), despite written 
evidence of his activities there.” He claimed he only obeyed orders 
and tried to maintain law and order. Although crude soldiering 
was not his style, Alam is known in the circle of veterans for his 
plots for arresting Bengali civilian officers, some of whom were 
his ‘friends’, and later ‘disappearing’ them without a trace.§ Of 
course, Alam did not answer these questions when I raised them. 
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He told me that he rose to the top of the military administration 
because of his abilities and merit. No one could have risen to such 
a powerful office in Pakistan, as Alam did, by obeying orders. His 
cultivated presentation as a quiet, sophisticated man and his 
actions in war, which speak more than he is willing to claim, 
contradict sharply, yet, we know from eyewitness accounts that 
Alam is not what he says he is. Like many other perpetrators 
representing the Pakistani and the Indian military, he buries the 
violence he committed in his soft, calculated speech and ignorance 
of the horrible things that happened in the war. The recognition 
of the contradiction in his speech and the reality of his life and 
position disturbed me immensely. 

Not all veterans of 1971 can be categorised as Amin- or 
Alam-like. Violence was not a tested experience for a vast number 
of officers and rank and file soldiers in the Pakistan Army, although 
many of them had fought in the 1965 war against India. That. was 
a strategic war fought on the border. Both the armies, it is clear, 
were not prepared in 1971 to deal with human issues that emerged 
in consequence of the violence.’ The Pakistani soldiers were 
exposed to the realities of a people’s unrest, which they initially 
thought was no more than a rebellion. Gradually when it became 
intense and the East Pakistani Bengalis responded with their own 
violence, the West Pakistanis reeled under its impact and were 
broken. Aggravated violence became their language to negotiate 
power that slipped out of their control. 

In interpreting Pakistani soldiers’ actions, many reminded 
me it is crucial to remember that most of them were relocated 
from West to East Pakistan to ‘bring back law and order in the 
region, even at the cost of violence’. Pulled out of their familiar 
environment and sent to a strange land where they could not 
understand the language and customs, the soldiers reacted with 
fear and fulfilled the mission they were brainwashed into believing: 
that they were going there to kill Hindus. The majority of soldiers 
came from hopelessly backward villages and had little or no 
education. These men generally believed whatever they were told; 
they had no other resources to enable them to think otherwise.!° 

For most of these men the army provided an outlet to see 
and interact with the larger world outside their village and 
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community. This encounter was, as expected, not easy for them 
and, more often than not, produced many wild fears and deep 
anxieties. When they arrived in East Pakistan, many confessed, 
they found the swampy terrain frightfully unfamiliar and were 
terrified because they could not swim. Many soldiers drowned in 
the small rivers and streams. The unfamiliarity of the language 
was another site of discomfort. Many of them told me that when 
they came across small groups of Bengalis, they immediately 
reacted because they could not understand their speech and 
suspected the Bengalis were conspiring against them. Often, they 
resorted to violence like beating to disperse the crowd because 
they were afraid for their own safety. The unfamiliar terrain of 
war, ethnic and religious differences mixed with personal fear of 
life and death created conditions for them to forget that the people 
they were killing and brutalising were fellow countrymen. The 
majority of the Bengalis were Muslims and not “Hindu-like’, as 
they were told. The Pakistanis had to legitimise themselves for 
fighting a war against their own citizens. Their leaders told them 
that they represented the national ethos, while Bengalis were 
transformed into ‘enemies’, ‘traitors’, ‘anti- Pakistani’. Violent 
nationalism limited the ability of these armed men to see others 
as similar to them, as citizens and, above all, as fellow human 
beings. 

Over and over again during my interviews, I probed soldiers’ 
memories of the experience of killing and sexual violence. It was 
always at this point that silence entered the narrative and they 
stopped abruptly, or changed the subject. The traumatic memory 
of the destructive force of their violence is at the heart of 
perpetrators’ silence. One can say silence marks the moment as a 
‘crisis of remembering’ and reveals the complex intersection of an 
unforgettable memory and a need to forget a violent history. 
Silence is not devoid of language, but the inability to put the 
memory into a perspective that can allow a new text of the war to 
emerge is what these men are struggling with and have to work 
through to make sense of their experiences. 

Culturally uneducated about Bengali society, Pakistani 
soldiers could not understand Bengali body language either and 
interpreted Bengali curiosity as assault. Added to this was the 
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cultivation of manliness and bravado, which is part of all armies. 
Men were afraid of shaming themselves in front of their fellow 
soldiers for being weak and the high value on physical toughness 
had to be shown periodically, even invented. For instance, an 
officer told me, 


there is a famous picture of a Pakistani officer holding a 
limb of a dead man and almost eating it over Bhairab Bazar 
Bridge. This picture was circulated among the officers to 
boost their egos ... This was a posed picture. The man at 
heart was a coward, but he became celebrated as a hero.!! 


The myth of power over the Bengalis was displayed by rank and 
file soldiers too, leading them to believe they could easily win the 
war. Humiliation was one of the tactics they used to show power. 
Often at check points, young Bengali men travelling with their 
elderly and female relatives were asked to remove their lungis for 
the Pakistani soldier to inspect whether they were circumcised, to 
prove that they were indeed Muslim. The insult had a very deep 
impact leading many to join the Mukti Bahini to fight against the 
Pakistanis and throw them out of their country.’ The Pakistani 
establishment and soldiers wanted to force the Bengalis to 
acknowledge their superior power but it resulted in antagonising 
the local populace turning many into avowed enemies. 

Not everyone in the establishment agreed with the logic of 
myth-making of military prowess. Sahabzada Yaqub-Khan. who 
was the Pakistani Commander in the East was one of them. When 
rumours of an impending war started to circulate after the 
National Assembly was disbanded on March 3, 1971, he sent 
desperate telegrams to Islamabad asking for a halt to the military 
solution. Failing to convince President Yahya Khan, he resigned 
from his position on the grounds that a military solution was not 
acceptable.'* Strange though it may seem, the Chief Commander 
of the Pakistan Army in the Eastern Wing became a conscientious 
objector, for which he was punished. In recalling the violence in 
the war, he said, ‘We did not hear the many azans rising from the 
pulpits of East Pakistan’. The Pakistani administration, he 
interpreted, had failed to hear the different voices of their co- 
citizens in the East—the Bengalis—who were calling upon them 
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to bear witness to the injustices of the regime. Instead, the 
Pakistanis used violence to submerge their voices. Perhaps, there 
were many more men like Sahabzada Yaqub-Khan who did not 
want to execute a military solution, but no one listened to them. 

Today, those who supported the decision to go to war and 
fought on behalf of Pakistan are afraid to search and address their 
experiences. They use the common rhetoric of nationalism to 
justify their violent actions in East Pakistan. The general 
explanation I received was, 


The Bengali people were initially not against us. Many of 
them continued to be pro-Pakistani to the end. But the 
Indians had infiltrated and manipulated the Bengalis, and 
with the help of Hindu intellectuals, they engineered the 
civil war ... We were simultaneously fighting a variety of 
enemies there. . 


Some of them tried to sanitise the events by explaining that ‘not 
too many people were killed in East Pakistan, perhaps 50 or 
60,000’. The one million that India and Bangladesh claim were 
killed, they said, ‘is an exaggeration’. Frequently, they talked about 
violence being ‘part of human nature’ to dilute their own actions 
and sometimes defended their violence as ‘necessary’, but they 
rarely addressed the issue of rape. Occasionally, they admitted to 
having ‘relationships’, ‘affairs’ and ‘girlfriends’ in East Pakistan. 
Even if I accepted the rhetoric of ‘relationship’, which was not 
rape according to them, the reporting of these interactions by 
Pakistani men without taking into account the hierarchies of 
power at work was truly disturbing. How could a Pakistani army 
officer, a representative of the master class, not be aware of the 
compulsions that led women to these ‘relationships’, and the 
limited options women had to reject their overtures? Was it really 
mutual? Also the explanation for killing co-citizens by 
representing violence as part of human nature, and the 
interpretation of the Bengali demand for justice as a derivative 
politics engineered by the Indian ‘masterminds’ undermine the 
enormity of the issues that led to the disintegration of Pakistan. 

Clearly, many in Pakistan view the violence as not of their 
making but a situation that they were dragged into and the 
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traumatic loss of half their country haunts them but remains 
unanalysed at almost all levels—scholarly, administrative and 
political. Had it not been for the humiliating consequence of the 
war for the Pakistan Army that became POWs in India, the event 
of 1971 would have been written out of the text of the Pakistani 
nation. In the absence ofa collective public memory the experience 
of loss was not conceptualised and the traumatic memory 
remained confined to the private domain of perpetrators’ lives. 
Public forgetfulness and private pain framed the story of 1971 in 
Pakistan.'* The whitewashing of bloody murders as ‘duty’ for the 
nation and distancing the reality of the use of force on women by 
calling it an ‘affair’ are external explanations of individual actions, 
but this does not address why ordinary Pakistani officers killed 
and raped East Pakistani civilians in wartime. I probed this issue 
further with many officers and together we investigated the 
distinctive elements of the 1971 war and the emotional narratives 
of loss that emerged at an individual level because of the violence 
they witnessed and/or committed. 

A question that arises is why should we believe perpetrators’ 
confessions that are told now, more than three decades after the 
event? If they were not remorseful then why are they repentant 
now? I was afraid that my probing would allow them to rationalise 
their actions, minimise their responsibility, blame others for the 
violence and contribute to renewed tension between the 
Bangladeshis and -Pakistanis.'° I was also concerned that my 
research would expose the vulnerable subaltern soldier while the 
top generals of the Pakistan military who ordered the violence 
would never be held accountable for their actions. Even when I 
avoided asking difficult questions, almost every soldier I spoke to 
brought the memories of East Pakistan to the centre of his story. 
Many of them spoke with deep remorse and wanted to undo ‘what 
had happened in Bengal’. I had to listen to these stories because 
these men wanted to tell them and I realised it was the most 
important memory for them. It also led to another narrative, not 
constituted by state history or driven by political ends nor with 
the hope for truth and reconciliation. They were simply memories 
unrehearsed and hidden in the public sphere but they survived in 
the private sphere and generated troubled thoughts and secrets. 
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In the unhappy space of silent memories a human self emerged 
and conveyed a powerful lesson that violence can never be total 
or complete. Violence destroys but cannot obliterate the human 
capacity, these men reminded me. Recovering their destroyed self 
is a task that persists beyond the violence, but not everyone 
involved in the war has excavated the buried remains. I started 
listening to the narratives of men who have done the hard work of 
reconvening themselves and the victims in their minds, at least. 

The voice of Colonel Nadir Ali was one of the first ones that 
I heard in Lahore. Friends asked me to meet him because he is 
remembered. by many as ‘the colonel who lost his mind during 
the war’. He was presented as a man who was deeply troubled by 
the violence that the Pakistan Army experienced in the East. But 
when I met Colonel Ali he provided a narrative that was both 
poignant and assertive. He did not take sides nor asked for 
forgiveness on behalf of the Pakistanis. Rather he told me as 
truthfully as he could that the Punjabi Pakistanis had never 
accounted for the culturally plural society that made up Pakistan 
and failed to unite it despite their claim to controlling state power. 
The western half of the country had failed to understand itself 
and thus could not even try to understand the eastern half. His 
concern was that the lack of self-doubt has produced a society 
that has no concern for moral turpitude and it is a collective not 
an individual problem. During our first conversation on August 
11, 2004, he said, 


When you are part of the machinery called state, nation, 
you see it face to face. You see how comical and farcical it is. 
I had served in East Pakistan from 1962-66 and went back 
again in April 1971. Before the war, the Pakistanis used to 
treat the area as if it was their colony or a holiday resort, 
where everything was permissible to them. We brought with 
us the same arrogance when we went to fight the Bengalis. In 
the officers’ mess, we were shown pictures of the atrocities 
that the Bengalis were committing, particularly in 
Chittagong and Santahar. This was our side of the story of 
the Bengalis killing Biharis and Pakistanis. In another 
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instance, a little Pakistani girl, a daughter of a Major, who 
was the sole survivor of a family that was brutally murdered, 
was taken from house to house to show how the Bengalis 
had orphaned her. This girl could not even speak. She was in 
shock and the army told her story on her behalf. There was 
so much fear, everyone was afraid of the other. Exaggerated 
stories were made up on both sides without verification and 
evidence. For instance, in Joydevpur an officer was killed by 
his own men. There were no Bengalis involved in it. Later, 
however, the story was told differently. 


Colonel Ali and I met several times over my year-long stay in 
Pakistan and he continued to talk to me about his multiple 
experiences and provided different readings for each, from the 
Pakistani and Bengali point of view. He continued to remind me 
there is no single story of 1971. Admittedly, the variety of incidents, 
groups and institutions involved in the war left him totally 
confused and he quickly lost sight of the purpose of the war. He 
started imagining that the entire war was a devious plot 
masterminded by some ‘outside’ enemy and he felt hopeless and 
helpless because he had no control and no leaders to follow. He 
recalled his feelings: 


In the subcontinent, we live in a false consciousness of the 
enemy. Often there is no foundation in the real, but we take 
recourse to it. When an opportunity arises we act it out 
violently, maybe it makes us feel heroic, masculine, 
autonomous. Most people in the war had no idea what they 
were fighting against, there was no plan, It became empty 
with each passing day without any leadership. We were all 
worried about ourselves, we were fighting ourselves. Nobody 
could see; we were all blind ... 

I carried out a guerilla operation on July 15, 1971. It 
was the infamous train incident in which many people were 
killed. It was one of our first successful ventures across the 
Indian border. In the evening, when I returned to Dhaka 
and listened to the BBC report, I learned that 56. people 
were killed. I felt justified that we killed some Indians, as 
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they were killing us. I felt very proud then. The general called 
me and gave me a pat on the back. Later that evening, in the 
Dhaka Club everyone celebrated the news. 

A few weeks later, I gradually slipped into madness ... 
War is madness, how.can a thinking person be heroic in 
that? I was recommended for a gallantry award. You have 
to be a son of a bitch to get an award for killing people. No 
one was willing to see me as a person, weak and haunted by 
my own life. The Pakistanis claim.I had seen too much 
violence by the Bengalis and that drove me nuts. I hear the 
Bengalis claim me as a conscience of the Pakistani violence. | 
was given credit for the breakdown. But in reality it was 
very different. It took me 30 years to figure it out ... 1am just 
human. When I was inside the machine called the army, I 
was a part of it. I have spent a lot of time thinking about it. 
Now I know much better. But I don’t talk about it. The 
biggest problem to deal with is the emptiness. How can one 
write stories after killing civilians or fellow soldiers and ask 
people to celebrate? 


In Colonel Ali’s admission he did not fight against the violence; 
rather he contributed to the war machine until his psychological 
breakdown. The experience of mindless violence, the impersonal 
state machinery and his own dehumanisation in the process, 
forced him to grapple with his fragile human condition. His state 
of madness freed him and he stopped playing the role of a soldier. 
Later, on regaining his equilibrium he was able to recognise his 
and his ‘enemies” humanity and fill the empty space wrecked by 
violence to develop speech and tell the story of the war in his own 
language, Punjabi, which he considers will enable him to convey 
his deepest feelings and emotions.'® 

Of all the interviews that I did in Pakistan, only a small 
fraction, no doubt, touch on these human matters. As many 
explained to me, they did not see what was happening to them 
and those around them when they were inside it. Now they think 
differently. . 

Brigadier Aga (who was a Colonel in 1971 and martial law 
administrator in south-west East Pakistan) confessed: 
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I have now reached an age when I have to be honest about 
what I know and experienced ... In the past, when my wife 
told stories to our children, about the Bengalis killing and 
brutalising the Pakistani families in East Pakistan, I did not 
contradict her. But now when J hear her tell the same stories 
to our grandchildren, I tell her, “There is no point in hiding 
the truth. The Bengalis did kill and brutalise many Pakistani 
men and women. They orphaned a lot of Pakistani children. 
But you and I know that the Pakistani Army retaliated 
against them with greater violence, which far exceeds what 
the Bengalis did to us ... There was no good or bad party in 
1971. We all committed violence. Don’t take sides and 
distort the truth’. 


The retrospective significance that these men are giving to their 
experiences and their willingness to take responsibility for their 
actions reveal their struggle and the disturbing remains of the 
past continue to challenge their humanity. Their disjointed and 
unclear testimonies may not allow historians to create a ‘thick 
description’ of the war that is authenticated by cross-reference 
and evidence for corroborating their stories. Nonetheless, the 
individual voices of the soldiers that emerge from inside the vortex 
of the war machine de-centre the master narrative of national 
history and illuminate us, however obliquely, with a powerful 
truth focusing on the loss of insdniyat that rests on a thin line 
between ‘doing duty and killing. It is in the condition of war that 
they suddenly encounter and realise the difference between the 
two. 

Malik is one such interlocutor who learned this lesson and, 
in turn, he now teaches us the difference between violence and 
human duty. Malik came from a very poor family in the area of 
the Salt Range in the Punjab, which at one time boasted of the 
highest recruitment of soldiers in the Pakistan Army. His widowed 
mother made a bare-bones living by selling sugarcane and 
chickpeas in front of a local school. In 1968, when Malik was 16 
years old, he found employment in the army. After a couple of 
months training, he was posted to East Pakistan. For three years 
he lived there and did his normal duties. In 1971 when the war 
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broke out, his unit was not well prepared; the collection of 
rations was a recurring problem. Malik and a few others were 
given the responsibility of acquiring food for the mess. Since the 
Bengali merchants and shopkeepers refused to sell them food, he 
had to go out to the villages and acquire rations for the soldiers. 
He said, 


I looted some shops and beat Bengalis in the process. Some 
of them probably died. But I did not see it as violence. I was 
told to provide rations by my superior officer and | carried 
out his orders. In the army we are not allowed to question 
orders. We obey the commands and do as we are told. 


When [asked if in doing so, he committed violence against women, 
he said, 


I did not beat or assault women. But I did not do anything 
to save a woman. My peers [common soldiers] did rape 
many women in East Pakistan. Some even brought them to 
the camp, married and lived with them. No one stopped 
them. Since you ask, I must tell you the truth, I will admit 
that there were occasions when my senior officers raped 
women. At times I had to stand outside the house and guard 
it. I knew why they had gone inside the house; they went 
there to rape the women. But I could not stop them. I was a 
sepoy. It was not my place to disobey the commands of my 
officers. My duty was to stand guard and that is what I did.!” 


Malik’s explanation of obeying commands, performing his duty 
without asking questions, his complete subordination to the 
orders of his superiors perplexed me. Yet, he seemed to draw a 
line to define his limit to obey. When I asked him why he did not 
rape enemy women to create terror or force the Bengali villagers 
to submit to the will of the occupying Pakistani soldiers, he took 
a while to answer my question. Slowly, he said, ‘my zameer 
(conscience) would not let me commit such a crime’. I was 
nonplussed by this remark. How can a man who was surrounded 
by violence on all sides and had the official sanction to indulge in 
it refuse to go the whole way? What motivated him to punctuate 
his actions with a philosophical understanding of his 
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responsibility as a human being and choose between good and 
evil action? How could he distinguish and demarcate between 
duty and ethics? Some actions connected to the army in his 
estimation were valid, they were part of his duty, but other actions 
were not. What explained his insdniyat? 

To understand the source of his moral vision he invited me 
to meet his mother. He said that he was inflicted by remorse and 
a sense of justice on behalf of the victims ‘whom [he] and the 
Pakistani army had wronged’. He described himself, ‘as a troubled 
soul’. But he did not have the language to talk about what he did, 
saw and experienced, or what needs to be done now to redress the 
victims’ suffering. Malik lives in a state of limbo stuck in the 
ruptured moment of 1971, and the continuous replay of the 
violence in his mind creates a sense of moral relationship to the 
victims and his suffering does not diminish, even after three 
decades. To understand this, he asked me to talk to his mother 
with whom he had shared some of his pain. His mother was old 
and an invalid.'® When I met her in Malik’s home, she blessed me 
for my endeavour and told me, 


My son used to write letters to me from East Pakistan and 
later from the POW camp. I could not read his letters because 
I am illiterate. I took the letters to the local schoolmaster 
and all the women gathered to hear what Malik wrote. We 
used to be very proud to hear about the battles he 
participated in. But the violence troubled everyone. The 
women blamed the East Pakistanis for the violence. But I’d 
sit in a corner and think about the violence that my son was 
witnessing and my heart cried out, ‘tauba, tauba’ [forgive 
us]. I was very sorry that my son was part of such violence. 
But I knew he would not do bad things to women because he 
was raised by me, his mother. So I prayed to God to save 
him from committing violence and to save the women and 
children of East Pakistan because no woman should suffer 
the loss of a child or be dishonoured in war. I know my son 
still thinks about East Pakistan and what He witnessed there. 
The memory cannot be erased. He has taken refuge in religion 
to seek Allah’s forgiveness. That is all we can do. 
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The mother and son’s narratives do not illuminate some secret 
knowledge about the war and violence but their anguished, 
untutored speech clearly move beyond the national slogan and 
raise fundamental questions of individual responsibility and ethics. 
The recognition by mother and son that ordinary people like them 
were actors in crime has great consequences. The Pakistan state 
had called upon men like Malik to execute the duty of killing and 
the state propaganda of hate against the Bengalis, the manipulation 
of minds using the rhetoric of saving Islam, and the political greed 
of the warring parties contesting for power transformed these 
ordinary people into killers and murderers of other ordinary people 
in East Pakistan. Nonetheless, it is the person, the perpetrator 
who has to bear the consequences of his action: No longer can he 
hide behind the veil of having performed duty but he must 
acknowledge his individual failure to be an insdn during the war, 
i.e., the loss of the capacity to choose good over evil deeds. The 
loss of this capacity is Malik’s brooding concern and his confession 
of crime told in an awkward manner to me, a stranger, is the’ best 
he can muster because there is no escape in his mind. 

The engagement with tumultuous inner thoughts and secret 
evil actions that are not recorded in the history books of Pakistan 
is not an easy process for Malik and many like him. His mother 
believes repentance is the beginning of the healing process. This is 
a very heavy demand because to repent involves acknowledging - 
the crime not simply in the juridical or collective sense but at a 
personal and individual level, which Malik knows must 
accompany the acceptance of punishment from a higher external 
authority other than the state. Coming to terms with the religious 
obligation of huqquq al-ibdd or the rights of the human that he 
transgressed during the war obliges Malik to accept the 
consequences that would follow beyond this lifetime. It causes 
fear and remorse and everyday life has become abnormal in 
Malik’s mind and heart. There is no space in Pakistan for men like 
Malik to discuss their experiences and the renewed understanding 
of the losses in destroying others like themselves during the violence 
of the war. Not unlike their victims, a perpetrator like Malik, too, 
lives his life in silence and shame being repulsed and tormented by 
brutal memories. 
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Mohammad met me in Lahore on his own initiative because 
‘he needed to talk about the war’. 


I am from Attock. My father was in the army and I joined 
the forces because that was the only source of employment 
for us. I had to support a widowed mother and several 
brothers. In April 1971, I arrived in East Pakistan. Soon 
after, our unit was sent to a border town in northern 
Bangladesh. We were told that a large number of Biharis 
were slaughtered by the Bengalis. We had to teach the 
Bengalis a lesson. Eleven of us were sent to carry out the 
mission. After a day of fighting, we took many Bengalis 
captive. We sent them to the unit headquarters; I don’t know 
what they did to those men and women. At the end of the 
day, when I looked around, I saw the whole place was strewn 
with body parts. There were decapitated bodies, heads 
without bodies, dismembered arms and legs littered all over 
the place. Dogs were roaming about, dogs without any hair 
on them. They were feeding on human beings. Scores of 
vultures were descending too, and the dogs and vultures 
were fighting over human body parts. I thought, ‘He was a 
human being like me. Is this what a human being does to 
another human being?’ I felt sick knowing that I was a part 
of it. Humanity had died’ (Insdéniyat khatam ho geya).!° 


Once he started this story, the floodgates of brutal memories were 
unleashed and he talked for several hours about the violence they 
committed. His graphic description of the destruction of the 
human person clearly indicated the trauma that haunts him. He 
cannot forget the unknown Bengalis and strangers that he and his 
peers attacked, killed and dismembered, but now he reconvenes 
them piece by piece acknowledging them as wholesome human 
beings, once again. Mohammad recognises that his victims must 
always have a place in his mind because that is the only way he can 
dignify them beyond their destruction. 

He continued to recount in detail other campaigns, the 
initial successes and the gradual loss of control on the part of the 
Pakistani Army leading to their surrender to the Indian forces on 
December 16, 1971. In explanation he said, 
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Our officers were very corrupt. But the Bengalis were loyal 
to their land. Even when we took their families hostage and 
shot them, some of them died crying, ‘Joi Bangla’. How can 
anyone conquer a people who love their land so much? No 
force can succeed against them. I knew this early on, but like 
the other soldiers, I fought for my country. We were 
disciplined. We did what we were told to do. 


Later reflecting on his experiences in the POW camp in India, he 
said, ‘There I became human’ (wahan insan bana). Mohammad’s 
acknowledgement that in the enemy territory of India and in a 
nondescript status as POW he found his human identity was indeed 
a dramatic statement. He recalled this process in a disjointed 
narrative. In his cell there were 36 men and for several months 
they hid from each other what they did in East Pakistan. Once 
they started talking, slowly and gradually the men started to 
unburden the memory of the war that was haunting them. Only 
three of the 36, Mohammad reported, could honestly admit that 
they did not commit unnecessary violence in East Pakistan. 
Discussions with his cellmates made him realise that during the 
war they had became tools in the war machine. Fear and anxiety 
and a desire to live at the cost of others drove them to cloak 
themselves in the garb of nationalism and commit violence in the 
name of doing duty on behalf of the nation. But, in the victims’ 
violent death perpetrators like them saw their own emotional 
and psychological fragility and vulnerability. The mirroring effect 
of the victim enabled them to see how the rhetoric of West Pakistani 
nationalism casting the Bengalis as enemies transformed them, 
ordinary men, to become murderers of other ordinary men and 
women in East Pakistan. But in talking about it and acknowledging 
their crimes, these men were able to dismantle the received 
narratives and rewrite their own script centring a human story. 

The acknowledgement of the shared human condition with 
his victim was a profound turning point in Mohammad’s life. It 
carried him beyond the befuddled ambiguities of learned 
nationalism to another place where he understood the 
subordination of the constructed reality of political power. He 
was able to strip the power of the men he held in reverence to a 
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basic position in which they no longer mattered in the larger 
scheme of things that he had to deal with. This realisation did not 
come easily and in its place a deep and troubling fear of punishment 
for failing fellow humans became dominant. Deed and action, he 
realised, are intricately connected with reward and punishment 
and the inevitability of punishment compelled the need to repent 
as the only way to mitigate and take responsibility for the crime 
as a means to regain his lost humanity. This meant vigorous 
religious and spiritual work. He turned to learning the Quran 
and for two years he prayed for forgiveness, he said, 


because I was able to recognise my action as gunah (sin), 
and committing gunah can never be hidden behind the 
rhetoric of performing duty. When we acknowledged our 
gunah and did tauba from our heart, we became free.”° Even 
the barbed wire of the camp, daily inspection and parading 
by the Indians, trundling empty days of listlessness did not 
bother us. We became insdn (human), free and 
unencumbered, no longer fearful and following the orders 
of men above us. We had found our freedom. 


When I reminded him that it is not enough to do tauba, an act of 
repentance to God, but he must seek forgiveness from his victims, 
he responded, 


it is important that Pakistan and Bangladesh governments 
must talk. I'am ready to testify to my victims in Bangladesh 
and seek their understanding and forgiveness. 


As an initial step in showing true repentance, after two years of 
suffering imprisonment in India, Mohammad returned to 
Pakistan and although jobless and poor, he resigned from the 
army because he said, ‘I had found my insdniya?f. In this single 
delicately told sentence he addressed the entire reality of his being 
and that of the world, the world of human beings that was lost in 
war. The careful education of violence as manly duty and 
ideological instruction by the institution of the army against the 
enemy had to be unlearned and the gradual recognition that 
violence is a crime transmitted an understanding of a humanistic 
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ethos. It was a painful personal journey. Mohammad makes us 
realise the triumph of the human capacity to acknowledge, suffer, 
and seek redemption in repentance and become human once again 
alongside the victims. It is an arduous and incomplete journey 
but a movement to a better, more human place as he found out in 
the process. Mohammad’s story is not unique in Pakistan. Several 
perpetrators I met during my stay continue to struggle in their 
incomplete human journey. 

A simple truth of humanity was totally: forgotten in the 
violence during the war and no one even took notice. Even if they 
did, they marched on, ruining everything in their way and in the 
end a non-human order was put in place and people accepted the 
logic of inhumanity and called it love for the nation.”! State, 
nation, territory took precedence over human beings and man 
became anonymous, his actions irresponsible. However, it is not 
productive to loathe the perpetrator and take sides with the 
victim for understanding an historical event and engaging with 
the dynamism of human capacity. A different sensibility is 
required to hear what men like Mohammad, Colonel Ali, Malik, 
Brigadier Aga, Sahabzada Yaqub-Khan and many others I met 
in Pakistan, who were agents of a violent history, are asking of 
us. Their humanity is, like that of others, complex as well as 
fragile, fluctuating, delicate, yet, resilient. The inter-subjective 
connection between man and man was forgotten in the period of 
the war but by remembering the loss some of these men have 
reconstituted their human selves and those they thought they 
had destroyed. 

Listening to the variety of soldiers’ memories in Pakistan 
I became aware that there is no final analysis or neat 
conceptualisation that can encapsulate their experiences. Being 
haunted by the memory of the ‘other’ and speaking of their crimes, 
these men deliver a justice to their victims that no tribunal, state 
or court of Jaw can deliver, and in that same gesture make us 
aware that the perpetrator realises that he owes his existence as a 
human to another, his victim, whom he tried to destroy. This is 
the story that history cannot speak, the truth lies with the 
survivors—perpetrators and victims—who let us enter a murky 
world of memories and show us the possibility of moving beyond 
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it toward closure. Can the governments of Pakistan and 
Bangladesh show similar courage and move forward to resolve 
the wounds of 1971? It is a question to which I did not receive a 
clear answer from important state actors in Pakistan. No one 
wants to initiate the process and seek forgiveness from the 
Bangladeshi public, although many of them showed interest in 
starting a peace initiative with their other and more arduous 
enemy, India. 

Engaging the perpetrators of 1971 from Pakistan led me to 
extend my research even further to probe the experiences of men 
from India and Bangladesh, who had joined and contributed to 
the war efforts, with violence. Thus my research expanded to the 
Indian armed forces and civilian agents, which I undertook in 
2005. Next year, in 2006, I returned to Dhaka to document the 
memories of men who fought in their War of Liberation. 

A common problem that I encountered in talking to men 
both in India and Bangladesh was their inability to articulate 
their memories in personal terms. They refused to admit that 
they committed violence although many of them talked of their 
brave acts of killing Biharis and Pakistanis. The unwillingness of 
these men to come to terms with their actions beyond the 
vocabulary of duty is a mask they wear well. Today, many of 
them have pushed the personal memories aside as the talk about 
trying war criminals in Bangladesh is getting louder and louder.” 
The self-representations of their own actions were veiled and 
clothed with terms like soldiers and freedom fighters. But, I also 
met a few men like Kajol in Bangladesh, who had taken the time 
to reflect on their nationalism and the lessons they had learned in 
1971. They regretted the violence and the terrible acts committed 
against others. In particular I remember the testimonies of Bir 
Pratik Major Faroukh and Bangladesh’s most highly decorated 
freedom fighter, Bongo Bir Abdul Kader Siddiqui. 

Kader Siddiqui seemed to be waiting for an opportunity to 
relate his experiences during the war.. The burden of memories 
weighed heavily on him and he wanted to discard it and free 
himself. A civilian, he was the only sector commander of a unit of 
the Mukti Bahini, generally known as Kader Bahini, who fought 
from within East Pakistan throughout the war. As such, he was 
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most closely and intimately involved in planning, strategising 
and carrying out violence against the Pakistanis from within. 
Kader Siddiqui spoke quite candidly about the dehumanisation 
of the Biharis which the Bengalis enjoyed under his watch and 
leadership, which he regretted was unnecessary. He admitted his 
public killing of Bihari men in a stadium full of people. At that 
time he thought he was punishing them for their deeds; they had 
opposed the liberation of Bangladesh. He felt empowered when 
he ‘shot them down in full public view. It appeased the Bengali 
crowd’, he recalled. People applauded his cold-blooded act on 
behalf of the nation. Now he feels sad, almost repelled by the 
memory of that incident. In his rational approach today’s 
Bangladesh is far more corrupt, its leaders far more dangerous to 
the people and body politic than the Biharis ever were. Only 
retrospectively he realises that his judgement and violence against 
the Biharis for supporting Pakistan was much harsher than they 
deserved. Their humanity is now clearer to him as he struggles to 
understand what happened to Bangladesh, the liberated nation 
after the war. 

An interesting side note that clarifies his ongoing struggle is 
evident in another action, a more recent one concerning his infant 
daughter, who is an adopted child. He and his wife brought her 
from a hospital where she was left by a rickshaw-puller who had 
‘rescued’ the abandoned baby from wild dogs and crows that 
were attacking her. The predators had already picked on her cheeks 
and deformed her face when he found and saved her. Responding 
to a newspaper story, Kader Siddiqui and his wife visited the 
hospital as part of their civic duty and like many others showed 
their concern with gifts of baby-formula and clothes. The helpless 
face of the little infant girl was unforgettable to them. They 
discussed the story of the child with their two teenage children 
and with their permission, he and his wife decided to adopt the 
baby. He does not know who she is—a Bihari or Bengali, Muslim 
or Hindu baby. For Kader Siddiqui it is immaterial because, as he 
admitted, this human gesture has made him whole again, the 
ghosts of the war that had haunted him are now at rest. The 
perpetrator has made a full circle. Recognising and celebrating 
the humanity of a stranger, the baby, he finds himself a human 
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capable of responding to his human needs and that of another, 
and he finds peace. 

During my many meetings with him Kader Siddiqui talked 
at length of his war memories, his leadership abilities and his 
unit’s discipline, the brave deeds his men performed, the ideal of 
freedom that motivated their passionate actions, the supporting 
role of the Indian government and armed forces in the war, and 
the violence that was a part of it. His ability to see with refined 
clarity his actions during and after the war epitomised the Bengali 
passion for freedom and their deeds toward achieving this goal 
for which there is no easy and simplistic documentation. 

Major Faroukh was a Captain in 1971 and he gave a detailed 
account of how he had escaped death at the hands of his Pakistani 
colleagues. In Chittagong on March 25, 1971, they had locked the 
Bengali officers in a room and shot at them with the intent of 
killing them. Despite being wounded he had escaped through a 
window. During the war, Captain Faroukh was in charge of a 
unit that operated from the western border of Tripura in India. 
He related some of the activities and battles his Mukti Bahini men 
fought against the ‘enemy’, the Pakistan Army, and recalled one 
painful incident that exposed the brutality of ‘his people’ toward 
a dead Pakistani soldier. He had ‘hunted’ and killed the man like 
one would an animal, he admitted. His triumph over his enemy 
was put up for display by his juniors and for the entire day the 
village people gathered to see the dead Pakistani. Many hurled 
epithets at the dead man calling him a ‘monster’, ‘demon’, and 
used crude ‘unutterable names’. They were happy to have the 
power to humiliate the dead body and, to prove that they despised 
the Pakistani Army as a whole, many of the onlookers, including 
women, kicked and spat on the corpse. 

Major Faroukh recalled that until then he was not 
perturbed, but when he saw everyone attacking the dead man 
and kicking his body something inside him recoiled. He could not 
take the ‘crude violence’ any longer and with his own hands dug a 
shallow grave to bury the body. But he forgot to mark the grave. 
He has often wondered if the family members of the Pakistanis 
who died in the war had found the graves of their loved ones. It 
troubles him that although he fought bravely, he did not quite 
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understand the violence that accompanied it and he struggles to 
remember his own actions and crimes. He remains haunted that 
‘a soldier’, although an enemy, deserved more respect and by his 
inability to ensure it by marking the grave for posterity to 
recognise the fallen in war. 

The ability to acknowledge the violence and admit to the 
crime is a powerful testimonial. It is not an unchallengeable 
testimony, though. Difficult as they are to comprehend, and 
sometimes even believe, we know that these men were there in the 
battlefront in 1971. The words of these men come to us through a 
formidable act of remembrance and they are brave enough to 
speak, even though they may be emotional testimonies. Based on 
their experiences, as they understand it, these men can now appeal 
to us to reconsider the contingent nature of the outward forms of 
subjective national identities and focus on the unmarked ground 
of humanity in the subcontinent. On this ground multiple 
identities crafted by nations and states exist, but it also offers 
space for a new understanding of a shared humanity which is at 
the centre of subcontinental memory, although occasionally 
forgotten in times of violence. These men, who take on that 
responsibility, allowing us access to their thoughts and letting us 
interrogate them, show the possibility of becoming human in the 
truest sense, weak but resilient, confounded but not destroyed. In 
telling us their memories they are doing more than registering 
some sort of guilt, pain, fear, grief or anger. Rather, in 
continuously searching for the meaning of their actions, at least 
in their minds, they have allowed themselves to be disturbed, 
upset and even overwhelmed by the memory of the ‘other’. In 
listening to them we become keenly aware that like them, we, too, 
have become disturbed by others (for which memory and not 
history is a possible place), and can see a clearer image of humanity 
destroyed in a violent war. 

I needed to tell women’s stories first and separately from 
men’s to maintain the chronology of my research and let one plot 
build on another, which was how it developed for me in the field. 
By listening to women’s stories we can begin our understanding 
of the war of 1971 from the experiences of vulnerable groups of 
noncombatants. I believe this will allow us to engage with the 
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deleted history of women’s experiences and acknowledge the 
ruptures in postcolonial South Asia. Women’s memories 
illuminate a register of poignant and disturbing experiences. They 
tell us the intimate story of violence as it had happened and make 
their personal encounters the stuff of historical memory. In other 
words, in women’s words and silence we hear the history of 
violence during the war of 1971. We see the face of violent 
nationalism through women’s experiences and become sensitised 
to ask difficult questions about the construction and making of 
the perpetrator communities. Women’s voices, spoken and 
unspoken, clear and befuddled, prepare us to hear a new murmur 
at the margin of the national story. 

Men’s tentative speech about the violence they committed 
enters at this later stage, after women, and I have preferred to 
write it as a second book. The brief sketch of men’s memories that 
I have provided here gives us hints how the power of nationalism 
and the tool of patriotism influenced and impacted men to execute 
duty on behalf of nation by committing violence. To this day 
many of these men continue to wonder what that experience of 
violence really meant. They struggle to acknowledge and recognise 
that the enemy they had tried to destroy was a human being like 
themselves. Their memories urge us to rethink the war from 
another location, after the violence. Ultimately, men’s narratives 
are stories of loss and the tentative recovery of humanity through 
a renewal of speech acknowledging the victim’s trauma heals and 
paints a more hopeful picture of liberation in the future. 

Together, these two books, I hope, will contribute to 
providing a possible direction for rethinking historical 
documentation of the war and its history that impact the entire 
region of the subcontinent. The Bangladesh war of 1971 is only 
one such horrific incident in the 20th century, which raises some 
fundamental questions regarding our historical consciousness. 
The reasons for war and the use of violence against the vulnerable, 
especially women, children and the elderly, is a pattern repeated 
in all wars and in all parts of the world. Shining a spotlight on the 
1971 war and incorporating its documentation from the lived 
experiences of people may move us closer to creating a broader 
template of war memories, and writing an inclusive story of the 
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remembered and the forgotten to begin the process of knowing 
the shared condition of humanity, within and outside Bangladesh. 
Specifically, I hope by listening and engaging the narratives of 
survivors a new and believable people’s history of 1971 will emerge 
for promoting de-colonised narratives and fostering better 
understanding among people in the subcontinent. Without a 
discourse about our shared humanity, we, the divided citizens of 
the multiple nation-states in South Asia are without guidance 
how to choose between competing discourses. that differentiate 
and instil fear and hate inhibiting our human functioning. We 
need clarity about what we are trying to liberate ourselves from— 
our colonial past and the learned fear of the ‘other’ or our present 
disempowerment within our respective nation-states—and 
relearn the lesson of humanity. 


Notes 


! See Dave Grossman (1995). 
? The materials that one can access for undertaking research on 1971 in 
Pakistan are many. Many public and private institutions and libraries in 
Lahore and Islamabad, including the private library of Ahmed Salim, the 
Pakistan National Archives, the National Documentation Centre and the 
Defence Library in Islamabad maintained by the Armed Forces have a 
sizeable collection of public papers, documents, journals, newspapers, 
transcripts of speeches, Radio Pakistan transcripts, parliamentary debates, 
memoirs and secondary books in Urdu and English. The Hamoodur Rahman 
Commission Report, which is, by far, the most important official document 
on 1971 is, however, not available for scholarly use, neither are the records 
at the General Headquarters (GHQ). In addition to archival research, I 
benefited a great deal from discussions with the officers at the Fauji 
Foundation University and Defence Library in Islamabad. In particular 
Brigadier Talat Saeed Khan of the Fauji Foundation University provided 
me invaluable support and introduction to the topmost level of the military 
administration including veterans and serving officers in the Pakistan 
Army. I am indebted for his support of my research. 
Many of them advised me on my research methodology, gave me long 
lectures on the history of the subcontinent and the military history of 
Muslim conquerors, and told me stories about violence to flaunt their 
‘bravado’. 
4 The villages that I visited in the Kushab Valley and the Salt Range region 
are remote and generally inaccessible by car. Donkeys and mules are the 
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main source of transport and are used for carrying firewood and fodder for 
the cattle. Most of these villages do not have electricity or running water. 
Women spend a great deal of time fetching water, fodder, firewood and 
the essentials for cooking. The men | interviewed live a retired life, which 
led many women to comment, ‘They are good for nothing except for 
smoking hookah and talking’. 

> Except for Colonel Nadir Ali who requested that | use his name, all the 
other Pakistani soldiers mentioned here are pseudonyms to protect their 
identity. 

6 This interview was conducted in the General’s house in Karachi, March 2, 
2005. He refused to be put oh tape. He told me that in all these years he has 
refused to talk to outsiders about his experiences in East Pakistan. 
Presumably, | am the first person he allowed an interview. 

7 See Mascarenhas, Rape of Bangladesh (1972). 

8 | had interviewed a wife of a ‘disappeared’ doctor in Chittagong in 2001 
who was well known to Alam. When he was arrested for the first time by 
the Pakistani Intelligence, Alam helped to secure his release. But a second 
arrest led to his disappearance. Mrs A (the doctor’s wife), however, continued 
to believe the Alam was not capable of brutal actions. “He was such a soft- 
spoken, quiet man’, she told me. But she wondered, ‘Alam would have 
known what happened, he was the head of the administration those days’. 

° A case in point is the Indian Army in the North-east region of India where 
it operates through coercion and terror and has created a huge rift between 
the people and government. In Pakistan, the record of the Army is very 
poor in Baluchistan and northern Waziristan, in particular. There the 
Army rules rather than governs. 

0 One soldier told me, ‘In the Pakistan Army whatever you feed the soldiers 
they will believe and follow. Nobody spoke up. We were told ‘vahan pe sab 
Hindu humko Musalman banana hai. India ne pura Dhaka kabza kar liya, 
aapko ja ke bachana hai’ (There, you have to convert the Hindus to Islam 

.and make them Muslims. The Indians have besieged Dhaka. You have to 
free it and provide protection). 

1! Based on a personal conversation with an officer in Lahore. 

12 Similar incidents were reported by many during my conversations with 
some of the prominent mukti jouddhas in Bangladesh. 

13 Sahabzada Yaqub-Khan resigned as Commander of the Eastern Wing when 
he failed to convince the Pakistan President and his advisers to follow a 
political solution. He was recalled to Pakistan, demoted from his position, 
and court-martialled. Later, when the war was over and Sahibzada’s advice 
was proven right, he was appointed as the Foreign Minister of Pakistan 
during the Prime Ministership of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. 

'4 Curiously, at the level of ordinary people discussions on 1971 seemed more 
animated and candid whenever I engaged them to recount their memories. 
They all agreed that both military and politicians, particularly Bhutto, were 
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at the heart of the break-up of Pakistan, and many referred to it as the 
‘Partition of Pakistan’. ‘ 

Leigh Payne m his book Unsettling Accounts (2008) argues that perpetrators’ 
confessions can be contentious and not genuine. Rather than leading to 
reconciliation, confessions of perpetrators can generate more anguish and 
bitterness among different groups, particularly the aggrieved. 

Colonel Ali is writing a novel on 1971. 

Personal interview, July 31, 2004, Pakistan. 

Malik’s mother passed away in July 2006. 

Personal interview, December.2004, Pakistan. 

To understand the concept of tauba, that Mohammad and previously 
Malik and his mother draw our attention to, one needs to engage with the 
issue of personal responsibility for action and thought or niyat, which 
is a salient concept in Islam, the religious world view that informs 
Pakistani society. For Muslim men to admit that their niyat was misguided 
and they committed crimes in the war is an unsettling realisation and has 
important consequences of the possibility of facing Divine wrath. This 
acknowledgement does not happen easily for most men in a country such 
as Pakistan where patriarchy dominates and rarely holds men accountable 
for their deeds and crimes. But the fear of Divine punishment in this and 
the other world cannot be ignored either by these Muslim men and 
therefore they have to personally arrive at the moment of their crime and 
do tauba or appeal for forgiveness. Since the crime of violence in the war 
was against other human beings, perpetrators’ tauba is not complete unless 
the victim forgives them. For Pakistani soldiers there is no returning to 
their victims in Bangladesh without governmental arrangement and the 
lack of closure haunts and creates extreme disturbance in their present 
lives. 

One of the soldiers told me that they were ordered to burn, kill and destroy 
everything that came in their way to create fear and panic among the 
Bengalis. As they marched along they killed men, women, children and 
cattle, and ransacked the villages. The long march from Dhaka to Halwaghat 
in Mymensingh took several days and at the end of it they had devastated 
the countryside. The violence was unbearable to this soldier and he had a 
psychological breakdown. 

Sheikh Hasina the newly elected Prime Minister of Bangladesh has promised 
to try the war criminals to seek justice on behalf of the aggrieved in Bangladesh 
today. Of course, this public statement made by the head of the state has 
caused some concern and led to the outbreak of violence. Some have 
suggested that the mutiny of the Bangladesh Rifles in February 25, 2009 is 
part of this sudden anxiety that the 1971 past will be unearthed and people 
will be made to pay for their crimes, within and outside Bangladesh. 
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Bangladesh 


REMEMBERING 1971 
Yasmin Saikia 


Nationalist histories of liberation or independence are often accounts of 
heroic resistance and victory. Bul what is the relationship between 
nationalism and violence? |s it possible to move beyond demarcated 
histories of nations and states in South Asia and reconsider a people's 
narrative of 1971? 


Based on several oral accounts, this book traces the multiple 
experiences of Bangladeshi women in the 1971 war that led to the 
creation of Bangladesh, where it is remembered as the War of 
Liberation. The voices in this book are new and original. Survivors tell 
their stories, revealing the power of speaking of what is deemed 
unspeakable. Women talk of rape and torture on a moss scale, of the 
loss of status and citizenship, and of ‘war babies’ born after 1971. They 
also speak of their role as agents of change, as social workers, 
caregivers and wartime fighters. From them we learn first-hand of the 
horrors of violence, and of the unfinished business of the Partition of 
1947 that surfaced, once again, in 1971. 


In addition, a few men recollect their wartime brutality as well as their 
post-wor efforts to regain o sense of humanity, to reconcile and heal 
unresolved traumas. 


‘ This book sheds new light on the relationship between nation, history 
and gender in posicotonial South Asia, by not only interrogating the 
making of a new nation, but simultaneously posing a challenge td 
post-1971 historiography in Bangladesh, highlighting the mony 
‘absences’ in the official and unofficial histories offered so far. 


Yasmin Saikia is Hardt-Nickachos Choir in Peace Studies and 
Professor of History, Arizona State University. She is the author of 
numerous orticles and two books, In the Meadows of Gold (1997) and 
Fragmented Memories: Struggling to be Tai-Ahom in tndia (2004). 
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